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ABSTRACT
How Exemplary Special Education Administrators Lead From the Heart Using Mark
Crowley’s Four Principles (Building a Highly Engaged Team, Connecting on a
Personal Level, Maximizing Employee Potential, and Valuing and Honoring
Achievements) to Accomplish Extraordinary Results in Their Schools
by Aimee Barnard
Purpose: The purpose of this phenomenological study was to describe how exemplary
district-level special education administrators lead from the heart using Mark Crowley’s
four principles (building a highly engaged team, connecting on a personal level,
maximizing employee potential, and valuing and honoring achievements) to accomplish
extraordinary results in their organizations.
Methodology: This qualitative phenomenological study explored the lived experiences
and specific ways in which district-level special education administrators implemented
and used Crowley’s (2011) four principles of heart-led strategies to understand the
specific experiences and actions of the district-level special education administrators in
relation to Crowley’s leading from the heart framework. The researcher was part of a
thematic team of 14 peer researchers and five faculty advisors who developed a
semistructured interview protocol. Using a nonprobability sampling, nine participants
were selected to be interviewed about their lived experiences.
Findings: The findings from the study indicate that district-level special education
administrators incorporate Crowley’s (2011) four heart-led principles across all domains
in order to accomplish extraordinary results. Semistructured interviews and artifacts
revealed 12 themes, 614 references, 13 key findings, and six major findings.
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Conclusions: The literature and findings yielded conclusions that described how districtlevel special education administrators implement Crowley’s four principles of leading
from the heart to achieve extraordinary results. Three conclusions drawn are as follows:
(a) creating a team with a heart for special education, (b) building and maintaining
relationships through intentional presence, and (c) recognizing the work in the four
principles is essential.
Recommendations: The researcher recommends that mentorship programs must be
developed for implementation of heart-led strategies for special education administrators.
To build a community of heart-led leaders, principles discussed in this study must be
transitioned from district-level administrators to school-site leadership teams. School-site
leadership teams have a significant role not only on students with disabilities but also on
all students. Additionally, the findings in this study should be used to train school-site
personnel on implementation of heart-led strategies across all settings.

vii

TABLE OF CONTENTS
PREFACE.......................................................................................................................XIV
CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION ........................................................................................ 1
Special Education Administrators ....................................................................................... 1
Heart-Led Special Education Administration ..................................................................... 2
Background.......................................................................................................................... 5
Theoretical Foundations of Leadership ............................................................................... 7
Authentic Leadership..................................................................................................... 8
Transactional Leadership............................................................................................... 9
Servant Leadership ........................................................................................................ 9
Theoretical Framework ..................................................................................................... 10
Transformational Leadership....................................................................................... 11
Leading From the Heart for Special Education Administrators .................................. 12
Statement of the Research Problem ................................................................................... 13
Gaps in Research ............................................................................................................... 16
Conclusion ......................................................................................................................... 19
Purpose Statement ............................................................................................................. 20
Research Questions ........................................................................................................... 20
Significance of the Problem .............................................................................................. 20
Definitions ......................................................................................................................... 23
Delimitations ..................................................................................................................... 25
Organization of the Study .................................................................................................. 25
CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ........................................................... 27
History of Special Education ............................................................................................. 28
Social Advocacy Movement........................................................................................ 28
Brown v. Board of Education ...................................................................................... 30
Special Education Court Cases .................................................................................... 31
Special Education Related Legislation ........................................................................ 32
Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1973 .................................................................. 33
Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 .......................................... 33
The Individuals With Disabilities Education Act .................................................. 33
Movement to Inclusive Education ............................................................................... 34
Impact of Heart-Led Leadership ....................................................................................... 36
Leading From the Heart in Education ......................................................................... 37
Leading From the Heart in Special Education ............................................................ 38
Retention of special education teachers ................................................................ 40
Special education funding ..................................................................................... 43
Inclusive classroom settings .................................................................................. 45
Theoretical Foundations .................................................................................................... 47
Leadership Theories Aligned With Crowley’s Theory ............................................... 47
Servant leadership ................................................................................................. 47
Authentic leadership .............................................................................................. 48
Transformational Leadership....................................................................................... 49
viii

History of transformational leadership .................................................................. 50
Transformational leadership in special education ................................................. 51
Leadership Theories Rejected by Crowley’s Theory .................................................. 52
Transactional leadership ........................................................................................ 52
Authoritative or autocratic leadership ................................................................... 53
Theoretical Framework ..................................................................................................... 53
Building a Highly Engaged Team ............................................................................... 54
Definition of building highly engaged teams ........................................................ 55
Ensuring work is meaningful and challenging ...................................................... 55
Creating relationships with connection and shared values .................................... 56
Aligning personal strengths with organizational goals ......................................... 56
Connecting on a Personal Level .................................................................................. 56
Definition of connecting on a personal level ......................................................... 57
Seeing .............................................................................................................. 57
Acting on behalf of others ............................................................................... 57
Authentic communication ............................................................................... 58
Intention of adding value driven by humility .................................................. 58
Concern and love ............................................................................................. 58
Maximizing employee potential ............................................................................ 59
Definition of maximizing employee potential ................................................. 59
Igniting emotional drivers ............................................................................... 59
Promoting human well-being .......................................................................... 60
Strengthening and building people .................................................................. 60
Valuing and honoring achievement ....................................................................... 60
Definition of valuing and honoring achievement ............................................ 61
Praising and acknowledging achievement....................................................... 61
Recognizing and appreciating accomplishments............................................. 62
Monetary rewards ............................................................................................ 62
Increased job satisfaction ................................................................................ 63
Exemplary District-Level Special Education Leadership ................................................. 63
Summary............................................................................................................................ 64
Synthesis Matrix ................................................................................................................ 65
CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY ................................................................................... 66
Purpose Statement ............................................................................................................. 66
Research Questions ........................................................................................................... 67
Research Design ................................................................................................................ 67
Population .......................................................................................................................... 69
Sample Frame .................................................................................................................... 69
Sample ............................................................................................................................... 70
Sampling Procedure........................................................................................................... 71
Instrumentation .................................................................................................................. 72
Interview Questions ..................................................................................................... 73
Interview Protocol ....................................................................................................... 74
Field Testing ................................................................................................................ 75
Researcher as an Instrument of the Study ................................................................... 76

ix

Validity .............................................................................................................................. 76
Field-Study Process ..................................................................................................... 77
Multimethod Strategy .................................................................................................. 77
Participant Review....................................................................................................... 78
Reliability .......................................................................................................................... 78
Intercoder/Interrater Reliability ......................................................................................... 78
Data Collection .................................................................................................................. 79
Ethical Considerations and IRB .................................................................................. 80
Interview Process......................................................................................................... 80
Artifacts ....................................................................................................................... 82
Data Analysis..................................................................................................................... 82
Limitations ......................................................................................................................... 84
Time and Distance ....................................................................................................... 84
Virtual Interviews ........................................................................................................ 84
Researcher Bias ........................................................................................................... 85
Sample Size ................................................................................................................. 85
Summary............................................................................................................................ 86
CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS ....................... 87
Overview ........................................................................................................................... 87
Purpose Statement ............................................................................................................. 87
Research Questions ........................................................................................................... 88
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures .......................................................... 88
Interrater Reliability .......................................................................................................... 90
Population .......................................................................................................................... 90
Sample Frame .............................................................................................................. 91
Sampling Procedure..................................................................................................... 93
Presentation and Analysis of Data ..................................................................................... 94
Data Analysis............................................................................................................... 94
Validity ........................................................................................................................ 96
Reliability .................................................................................................................... 96
General Findings ............................................................................................................... 97
Data by Research Questions ............................................................................................ 100
Research Question 1: Building Highly Engaged Teams ........................................... 100
Research Question 2: Connecting on a Personal Level ............................................. 104
Research Question 3: Maximizing Employee Potential ............................................ 108
Research Question 4: Valuing and Honoring Achievement...................................... 111
Recognition of the Work as a Theme Across All Research Questions ..................... 114
Recognition of the work and highly engaged teams ........................................... 114
Recognition of the work and connecting on a personal level .............................. 115
Recognition of the work and maximizing employee potential ............................ 115
Recognition of the work and valuing and honoring achievements ..................... 115
Key Findings ................................................................................................................... 116
Key Finding: Developing Highly Engaged Teams ................................................... 117
Key Finding: Connecting on a Personal Level .......................................................... 118
Key Finding: Maximizing Employee Potential ......................................................... 118

x

Key Finding: Valuing and Honoring Achievements ................................................. 118
Key Finding: Across All Four Principles .................................................................. 119
Summary.......................................................................................................................... 119
CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS ............ 121
Overview ......................................................................................................................... 121
Purpose Statement ........................................................................................................... 121
Research Questions ......................................................................................................... 121
Methodology.................................................................................................................... 122
Population ........................................................................................................................ 123
Sample ............................................................................................................................. 124
Nonprobability Sampling .......................................................................................... 125
Purposeful Sampling ................................................................................................. 125
Major Findings ................................................................................................................ 127
Research Question 1 .................................................................................................. 127
Major Finding 1: Identifying the right people for the team................................. 127
Major Finding 2: Students at the core of decisions ............................................. 128
Research Question 2 .................................................................................................. 129
Major Finding 3: Importance of relationships and intent .................................... 129
Research Question 3 .................................................................................................. 129
Major Finding 4: Supports are key to employee success .................................... 129
Research Question 4 .................................................................................................. 130
Major Finding 5: Being present to create opportunities for connection .............. 130
Major Finding 6: Valuing and honoring achievements in a way that is specific to
the work ............................................................................................................... 131
Unexpected Findings ....................................................................................................... 132
Conclusions ..................................................................................................................... 132
Conclusion 1: Create a Team That Has a Heart for Special Education ..................... 133
Conclusion 2: Relationships Built and Maintained Through Intentional
Presence ..................................................................................................................... 134
Conclusion 3. Recognition of the Work in the Four Principles is Essential ............. 134
Implications for Action.................................................................................................... 135
Implication for Action 1: Coaching and Mentoring for Special Education
Administrators With a Focus on Heart-Led Leadership............................................ 136
Implication for Action 2: Expand Heart-Led Leadership to School Site
Leadership Teams ...................................................................................................... 137
Implication for Action 3: Publication of Findings .................................................... 137
Recommendations for Further Research ......................................................................... 138
Concluding Remarks and Reflections ............................................................................. 139
REFERENCES ................................................................................................................ 142
APPENDICES ................................................................................................................. 175

xi

LIST OF TABLES
Table 1 Interview Question Alignment With Study Variables ......................................... 74
Table 2 Study Participant Criteria ..................................................................................... 94
......................................................................................................................................... 127
Table 3 Research Question 1 Frequency of Themes in Interviews and Artifacts ........... 100
Table 4 Themes for Research Question 1 With Subthemes From Interviews................. 102
Table 5 Research Question 2 Frequency of Themes in Interviews and Artifacts ........... 105
Table 6 Themes for Research Question 2 With Subthemes From Interviews................. 106
Table 7 Research Question 3 Frequency of Themes in Interviews and Artifacts ........... 108
Table 8 Themes for Research Question 3 With Subthemes From Interviews................. 109
Table 9 Research Question 4 Frequency of Themes in Interviews and Artifacts ........... 112
Table 10 Themes for Research Question 4 With Subthemes From Interviews............... 112
Table 11 Mention of Recognition of the Work in Response to Interview Questions
About Each Principle ....................................................................................................... 114
Table 12 Key Findings .................................................................................................... 117

xii

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs ............................................................................... 8
Figure 2. Special education groups and entities ................................................................ 18
........................................................................................................................................... 40
Figure 3. Synopsis of events as human rights began to evolve for people with
disabilities .............................................................................................................. 29
Figure 4. Historical court decisions that impacted special education............................... 32
Figure 5. Factors in special education teacher retention ................................................... 42
Figure 6. Population, sample frame, and sample............................................................... 72
........................................................................................................................................... 93
Figure 7. Frequency of response to each principle. ........................................................... 98
Figure 8. Frequencies by themes. ...................................................................................... 99

xiii

PREFACE
Upon consideration and discussions regarding the opportunity to study Mark
Crowley’s (2011) leadership from the heart strategies of exemplary leaders, 14
researchers with the collaboration of five faculty advisors, from education to corporate
America, organized to form this thematic study. The thematic is driven by a shared
passion to explore the ways exemplary leaders lead from the heart to achieve
extraordinary results.
The framework for this phenomenological research study was designed using
Crowley’s (2011) four principles: building a highly engaged team, connecting on a
personal level, maximizing employee potential, and valuing and honoring achievements.
Each peer researcher studied a different population of leaders and identified a sample of
exemplary leaders through criterion-based purposeful sampling from various public, forprofit, and nonprofit organizations to interview. In an effort to ensure consistency and
reliability throughout the thematic, the team of 14 peer researchers worked in
collaboration to construct the purpose statement, research questions, definitions of terms,
interview questions, and research study protocols.
Throughout the study, the term peer researchers is used in reference to the 14
researchers in the thematic. The following is the complete list of the doctoral candidates,
along with their chosen population in this research study, hereafter referred to as peer
researchers: Giovanna Arzaga, charter executive directors; Aimee Barnard, special
education administrators; Kelly Castillo, elementary principals; Joshua Chohaan,
elementary Title 1 principals in Sacramento County; Jeyan Danesh, secondary admin
principals; Christina Foster, middle school principals; Martha (Stephanie) Herrera,
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nonprofit women leaders with focus on domestic violence/sexual abuse; Teresa Hubbard,
primary principals in Southern California; Randa Jad-Moussa, learning and development
leaders in corporate organizations; Angela Love, community college chief human
resource officers; Elizabeth Medina, Hispanic entrepreneur women; Aries Sanders,
leaders of remote sales/marketing employees; Jeanine Wulfenstein, female
superintendents; and Sepideh Yeoh, K-12 superintendents in Southern California.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
The groundwork for supporting students with disabilities within the educational
setting began more than 40 years ago with the Education for All Handicapped Children
Act of 1975 (Lengyel & Vanbergeijk, 2021). This act established that all students with
disabilities, regardless of their ability, have the right to be included in the general
education setting. Though this act was put into place in 1975, students with disabilities
continue to have fewer opportunities to be included within the school setting as well as
continue to have poor outcomes within the area of achievement (Gilmour, 2018).
Special Education Administrators
Special education administrators are entrusted with decisions that affect a child’s
future (Frick, Faircloth, & Little, 2013). These administrators not only lead their school
site staff but also lead site administrators, families, service providers, and students.
Approximately half of special education teachers are leaving the field (Plash &
Piotrowski, 2006). For those special education teachers who remain, increased
requirements in relation to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, or IDEA, are
placed upon them, which requires more support from administrators (Nance & Calabrese,
2009). Advocates for students with disabilities must continue to advocate for an increase
in inclusive classrooms. Students with disabilities who participate within an inclusive
classroom have a higher potential for increased academic success (McLeskey & Waldron,
2000). Academic success is increased and a sense of belonging is created for students
who may previously have felt separated from their peers (Causton-Theoharis &
Theoharis, 2009). The research towardinclusive classrooms demonstrates the need for
these classrooms, and administrators are then tasked with the additional demands of not
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only supporting special education teachers but also supporting general education teachers
with a variety of unique student needs in the classroom (Bemiller, 2019).
From retention of teachers to the creation of inclusive programs in the classroom,
the need for exemplary special education administrators is at the utmost importance
(Bakken & Obiakor, 2016). They must support their staff and families in navigating the
complexities of special education while attempting to retain teachers in order to support
student growth and achievement. Special education administrators must use heart-led
leadership to navigate these complexities and to achieve extraordinary results.
Heart-Led Special Education Administration
Within the United States, laws regarding the support of students with disabilities
were nonexistent until 1954 when Brown v. Board of Education declared that segregation
due to a disability was unconstitutional (Byrne & Williams, 2005). This ruling began the
process that would continue for years to come as additional regulations were established
to support students with disabilities. Prior to the 1970s, students with disabilities were
often segregated from public education and received services if parents were able to
enroll the student within private institutions (Hicks-Monroe, 2011). With the enactment
of the Education of All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA), or Public Law 94-142,
funding for special education services became available to school districts to support
students with disabilities (Hicks-Monroe, 2011). Stipulations in receiving federal
funding sources included schools to develop and implement policies and programs to
provide a free and appropriate public education, or FAPE.
The EAHCA began to change the landscape of public education, specifically the
provision of special education services and ensuring the least restrictive environment, or
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LRE, for students with disabilities. Services for students with disabilities began to evolve
from isolation to integration and now are working toward inclusion (Hicks-Monroe,
2011). Prior to the Education of All Handicapped Children Act, students with disabilities
were often isolated from the general education population and were educated within
private settings, when available. Integration began after the Education of All
Handicapped Children Act, which allowed students to mainstream into, or visit, general
education classes for times of socialization (Thompkins & Deloney, 1995). In the 1980s,
the idea of inclusion, where students spend the majority of their day within the general
education classroom, began to take place within school systems (Thompkins & Deloney,
1995). Within the educational system, the terms integration and inclusion are viewed as
the same concept when in reality are different concepts in supporting students (Thomazet,
2009). The concept of having students included within recess, lunch, library, or
assemblies is actually that of integration, or mainstreaming, and does not represent
inclusion (Thomazet, 2009). The inclusive setting helps to create a sense of belonging
for students who previously felt separated from peers (Causton-Theoharis & Theoharis,
2009). Along with a sense of belonging, students with disabilities who participate in an
inclusive classroom have a higher potential for increased academic success, and general
education students in this setting have a higher potential for social-emotional success
(McLeskey & Waldron, 2000).
The EAHCA established federal funding of special education programs within
school districts. With funding came increased responsibility of special education
administrators to provide appropriate supports and services for students with disabilities.
Federal policies are created to provide accountability of school districts’ use of federal
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funds to support students. These policies require that schools demonstrate student
improvement, which led to the implementation of accountability measures (D. D. Smith,
Robb, West, & Tyler, 2010). The policies and accountability measures are seen as
curriculum, classroom instruction, and assessments (Bain, Lancaster, Zundans, & Parkes,
2009). In 1990, the EAHCA was reauthorized and changed to the IDEA (Osgood, 2008).
The goal of IDEA was to provide students with disabilities the same opportunities as
students without disabilities (Osgood, 2008). Students with disabilities are expected to
show progress and improvements within state and federal assessments, which lead to the
concept of inclusion to support student growth and improvement.
Challenges that a special education administrator faces include balancing the
needs of the student, family, teacher, school site, district, state, and federal government
(Talbott, Mayrowetz, Maggin, & Tozer, 2016). In essence, it is balancing the needs of
students with limited resources (D. D. Smith et al., 2010). There is also the need for
students with disabilities to be educated in the least restrictive setting (Wright & Wright,
2004). Special education administrators must have an understanding of general and
special education law, teaching methods, and inclusive practices to support the students,
families, and school district while upholding the legal guidelines that concern education.
Heart-led practices are key because these administrators impact the achievement of all
students as well as impact the success of all teachers within inclusive education (DarlingHammond, LaPointe, Meyerson, & Orr, 2007).
The task of leading from the heart may feel impossible, but it becomes essential in
order to create a positive impact in the lives of students with disabilities (Vogel, 2012).
When leading from the heart principles are used by special education administrators, trust
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and morality is increased within their teams (Salari & Nastiezaie, 2020). With increased
trust and morality, special education teams can make decisions and deliver extraordinary
results, which impact the students they work with (Eccleston, 2010).
Background
Since the conception of the Education for All Handicapped Act of 1975 to IDEA
of 1990, schools have been challenged to educate students with disabilities through both
the intent and the spirit of federal laws (Turnbull & Turnbull, 1998). Prior to the
implementation of inclusion, special education primarily was segregated classrooms,
which often led to lower academic expectations, limited social interactions for students,
and curriculum that was not aligned with that in the general education environment
(Osgood, 2008). Brown v. Board of Education was the groundwork in dismantling
segregation within the classroom setting (Byrne & Williams, 2005). This court case that
was primarily centered on segregation on the student’s race allowed disability rights
advocates to argue that based on this ruling students with disabilities should not be
segregated by their disability (Lengyel & Vanbergeijk, 2021). A the time of Brown v.
Board of Education in 1954, there were approximately 7 million students with disabilities
who were excluded from the public education setting (Lengyel & Vanbergeijk, 2021).
Mills v. Board of Education in 1972 helped to increase educational rights for students
with disabilities by including students with intellectual disabilities on public school
campuses (Yell, Conroy, Katsiyannis, & Conroy, 2013). In 1973, the first federal
legislation known as the Vocational Rehabilitation Act, which included Section 504,
supported discrimination of individuals with disabilities (Lengyel & Vanbergeijk, 2021).
Amendments to IDEA in 1997 were created to expand students with disabilities access to
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the general education curriculum and to participate in statewide assessments (Yell,
Katsiyannis, & Bradley, 2011). While segregated classrooms continue to exist, advocates
for students with disabilities are helping to make reforms within school systems to
change the view of special education from that of a place to that of a system of supports
(Council for Exceptional Children, 2007; Sage, 2007). Research has indicated that in
order to create a system of supports, educators who work with students with disabilities
need to have a positive attitude toward inclusive practices (Forlin, Earle, Loreman, &
Sharma, 2011). Through this positive attitude of educators, a classroom environment can
be changed, which then leads toward systematic changes in culture at a school site
(Gavish, 2017). To create a positive outlook within an inclusive setting, the appropriate
supports and systems must be put in place to remove the barriers that classroom educators
have noted. Barriers in place toward inclusion are a lack of knowledge, lack of training
on students with special needs, lack of time, and lack of resources (F. L. M. Lee, Yeung,
Tracey, & Barker, 2015).
The changes within special education have led to increased results for students
with disabilities but have also led to increased costs as well as significant amounts of
special education paperwork to address student needs (DiPaola, Tschannen-Moran, &
Walther-Thomas, 2004). As the needs for students with disabilities continue to evolve
with more inclusive classroom environments, the retention of special education staff to
support student needs becomes of the upmost importance. DiPaola et al. (2004) reported
that approximately half of new special education teachers leave the field of special
education within the first 3 years (DiPaola et al., 2004). These educators leave the field
because of administrative support that is poor, limited preparation to support needs of
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students with disabilities, and the increases in special education paperwork (DiPaola et
al., 2004). To support students with disabilities, the issue of special education teacher
retention must be addressed through special education administration.
Theoretical Foundations of Leadership
According to Crowley (2011), traditional leadership approaches have not evolved
in the workplace while society itself has evolved. In order to build a team that engages in
work that has extraordinary results, Crowley discussed that leaders must create
connections that engage them in their work. This connection is rooted within the work of
Abraham Maslow, which is the theoretical foundation for this study. According to
Maslow, a hierarchy of needs drives human motivations (Aanstoos, 2019). For a person
to continue to ascend the pyramid, the individual must first meet the need of the prior
layer. For example, if people do not have their physiological needs met, such as food and
water, they are unable to reach the layer of safety. Layers of needs are depicted within
Figure 1 (McLeod, 2020).
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Figure 1. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. From “Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs,” by S. McLeod,
2020, SimplyPsychology, p. 10 (https://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html
https://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html).

Crowley (2011) argued that in today’s society employees are seeking the top layer
of fulfillment within their work, an area that is lacking within traditional leadership
models. The idea of fulfillment is what led to the importance of putting heart into work
and creating connections, which leave employees feeling engaged and fulfilled.
Authentic Leadership
Throughout the research, it has been argued that authentic leadership serves as the
basis of all positive leadership styles (Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, May, & Walumbwa,
2005). Authentic leadership is an approach to leadership that builds trust in teams
through honest relationships and ethical foundations (Criswell & Campbell, 2008). This
is done through personal convictions and a vision that is value-based (Shamir & Eilam,
2005). Through the personal convictions and a value-based vision, authentic leaders
provide a work environment that is genuine and has realistic expectations (Clapp-Smith,
Vogelgesang, & Avey, 2009).
Within the authentic leadership environment, team members feel supported,
which leads to the establishment of trust (Clapp-Smith et al., 2009). This environment
also creates team members with increased self-development (Adil, Kamal, & Shujja,
2019). The authentic leadership environment helps to create a workplace that is
energized and leads to productivity and job place satisfaction (Chang, Busser, & Liu,
2020). In order to create the authentic leadership environment, leaders must display four
types of authentic leadership behavior. These behaviors include self-awareness, balanced
processing, internalized moral perspective, and relational transparency (Wei, Li, Zhang,
& Liu, 2018).
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Transactional Leadership
Transactional leadership is a form of leadership that uses a transaction that is
mutually beneficial between the leader and the employee (Bass, 1997). Within
transactional leadership, a service is exchanged for a monetary value or other assets
(Bass, 1997). Transactional leadership aligns to a management style of working with
employees that contrasts to the style of true leadership (McCloskey, 2015). Transactional
leadership is based on the idea that employees will comply with the leader’s expectations
and demands, but this leadership style decreases the likelihood that employees will rise
above expectations (Van Dijk, Kark, Matta, & Johnson, 2021). Transactional leadership
creates employee enthusiasm that is driven by extrinsic motivations versus intrinsic
motivations (Amabile, 1998; Van Dijk et al., 2021). Extrinsic motivations can increase
outcomes on a short-term basis but can decrease intrinsic motivation and long-term
outcomes (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 2001). The mechanism of transactional leadership
has been related to a form of controlled motivation (Buch, Kuvaas, Dysvik, & Schyns,
2014; Nielsen, Boye, Holten, Jacobsen, & Andersen, 2019; Weibel, Wiemann, &
Osterloh, 2014). The framework of Crowley’s (2011) leadership, which is defined next,
is a sharp contrast to that of a transactional leadership framework.
Servant Leadership
Servant leadership was a theory originated in 1970 by Robert K. Greenleaf
(Greenleaf & Spears, 2002). This leadership approach uses strategies that are personal
and individualized in nature that helps to develop the potential of employees (Liden,
Wayne, Chenwei, & Meuser, 2014). Servant leadership is often described as an altruistic
approach to leadership due to the leader wanting to make a positive impact on the
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employee’s life (Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006). In servant leadership, the leader not only
provides input on the employee’s areas of growth, but the employee also provides
information to the leader on the leader’s areas of growth (Sipe & Frick, 2015). This
leadership style demonstrates a similarity in the foundations of Crowley’s (2011) heartled leadership approaches.
Theoretical Framework
Crowley’s (2011) book Lead From the Heart explains that in order to lead from
the heart, four principles must be used and served as the theoretical framework for this
study. The principles included building an engaged team, having personal connections,
maximizing potential, and valuing and honoring achievements (Crowley, 2011). Eberly
and Fong (2013) claimed that when leaders demonstrate positive emotions, their
employees demonstrate similar emotions and increase their effectiveness. Further, Tehan
(2007) discussed the idea that true leadership is shown through listening to employees,
which creates a connection with the employee. The commonality demonstrated
throughout several years of research is that leaders who lead from the heart can support
teams to accomplish extraordinary results.
Educational leaders are tasked with not only leading their school site staff but also
leading the students on their campus. Vogel (2012) explained that educational leaders
must lead from the heart in order to make ethical decisions, which greatly impact children
and their futures. When leaders in education demonstrate leading from the heart
characteristics, they are able to increase the trust and morality of their team (Salari &
Nastiezaie, 2020). Increasing these traits in their teams leads to a positive impact on their
students.
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Within education, heart-led leadership can increase student achievement because
of these leaders and their team, becoming advocates for the students in their care
(Rodriguez, Murakami-Ramalho, & Ruff, 2009). This type of leadership is crucial within
the educational system due to increasing student learning by impacting the teachers first
through job satisfaction in the school environment (Dicke et al., 2020). Within the
educational system, heart-led leadership, such as Crowley’s (2011) theory with four
principles, is key and served as the theoretical framework for this study. Capable and
caring leaders who lead from the heart are needed within each school to become
advocates for students (DiPaola et al., 2004).
Transformational Leadership
Transformational leadership is defined as transforming a group of individuals or
employees through the use of shared vision and by motivating individuals to perform
above their own expectations (Bass, 1997; Kark, Shamir, & Chen, 2003). Within
transformational leadership, there are four dimensions: influence on others, motivation of
an inspirational nature, consideration of the individual, and stimulation of the intellect of
individual members and of the team (Avolio & Bass, 1999). These four dimensions
inspire creativity within the team, which leads to success of the leader (Gong, Huang, &
Farh, 2009; Henker, Sonnentag, & Unger, 2015; Zhang & Bartol, 2010).
Transformational leadership contrasts with that of transactional leadership. Transactional
leadership uses a transaction between the leader and the employee, which is mutually
beneficial (Bass, 1997). Transactional leadership is driven by extrinsic motivations
compared to transformational leadership, which the leader creates, sustains, and increases
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relationships that work toward a common vision and goal and better the group as a whole
(Amabile, 1998; McCloskey, 2015; Van Dijk et al., 2021).
Within Crowley’s (2011) heart-led leadership model, the focus is on the behavior
and the actions of the leaders and the leaders’ impact on the emotions and motivations of
the employees. The four key concepts of heart-led leadership are the building of a highly
engaged team, creating connections on a personal level, maximizing the potential of
employees, and valuing and honoring achievements (Crowley, 2011). The traits of heartled leadership, which embodies these four principles, help to empower teams to make
decisions and deliver extraordinary results within their environment (Eccleston, 2010).
In the following section, the four traits of heart-led leadership are explored for an indepth understanding of Crowley’s (2011) transformational leadership model of leading
from the heart.
Leading From the Heart for Special Education Administrators
Exemplary leadership for special education administrators is key as those within
special education are working toward an unreachable goal (Taylor, 2020). Within special
education, administrators are balancing student services, increasing educational costs, and
shrinking budgets. D. D. Smith et al. (2010) noted that special education leaders have to
balance the needs of one student against the needs of other students, both in the special
education setting and in the general education setting, with limited resources
(D. D. Smith et al., 2010). Special education administrators are tasked with leading their
team, which includes the student, family, general education teacher, school site
administrator, district, and community, while navigating competing interests. The
Council for Exceptional Children (2007) discussed that the role of the special education
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administrator is vital in supporting opportunities for students with disabilities. Special
education administrators become the center of a shift in school culture toward inclusive
learning environments for all students (Burrello, Lashley, & Beatty, 2001).
Special education administrators are tasked with not only leading their
educational staff but also leading students at their sites while providing families with
supports needed for their child. The decisions made by special education administrators
must be ethical in order to provide supports for students, which may greatly impact
children and their success for the future (Vogel, 2012). When special education
administrators demonstrate leading from the heart characteristics, they increase the trust
and morality of their team while moving toward effectiveness of the team, which impacts
student achievement (Salari & Nastiezaie, 2020). Eberly and Fong (2013) reported that
when leaders within an education setting demonstrate positive emotions, their employees
demonstrate similar emotions, which increase their effectiveness.
Statement of the Research Problem
Since the inception of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975
(Morse, 2000), the concept of students with disabilities being in inclusive classroom
settings has been at the forefront of discussions concerning special education (Howley,
2020). While the topic of inclusive classrooms has been discussed for more than 45
years, the reality of inclusive settings for students with disabilities continues to elude
students within many areas. Although research has demonstrated an increase of success
for students with disabilities within inclusive classrooms, both in achievement and socialemotional needs, they continue to be excluded from the general education classroom
setting (Causton-Theoharis & Theoharis, 2009). Leadership is needed to produce a
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culture of inclusivity in which collaboration is at the forefront and all educators are
responsible for the success of students with disabilities (Veale, 2010). To shift a culture
in a school setting, as well as a classroom setting, heart-led leadership is needed to create
a climate that produces a unifying philosophy for supporting all students (Rakow, 2007).
Special education teachers are key to providing support to students with
disabilities and to supporting the general education teachers within inclusive classroom
settings. Special education teachers face similar day-to-day responsibilities as general
education teachers with lesson planning, grading, assessments, and communication
(Milligan, Neal, & Singleton, 2012). In addition to their day-to-day responsibilities,
special education teachers must also support students with unique needs as well as
working through piles of paperwork as part of the individualized education plan, or IEP
(DiPaola et al., 2004). Research has shown that approximately one half of special
education teachers leave the field within their first 3 years because of these
overwhelming duties (DiPaola et al., 2004). The leadership style of special education
administrators within the special education field is critical to support the teachers who are
committed to helping students with disabilities reach their goals (Veale, 2010).
Balancing many different factors is essential as a special education administrator.
Decisions are made by the administrators that must align with compliance at the federal,
state, and local levels and special education budgets as well as identifying and developing
programs to meet student learning needs (Council for Exceptional Children, 2007;
Woodcock & Vialle, 2010; Zirkel, 2004). Special education administrators must also
balance allocating limited resources available within a district as well as potentially
balancing the needs of one student against the needs of another student (D. D. Smith et
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al., 2010). An additional level that the special education administrator must keep at the
forefront of their thoughts is that the decisions that are being made can affect an
individual child’s future (Frick et al., 2013). Heart-led leadership of special education
teachers is crucial within the role of a special education administrator in order to balance
the many facets of special education, such as compliance, budgets, and resources, while
continuing to support the unique needs of students with disabilities (Taylor, 2020).
There has been significant research into the importance of the role of special
education leadership. The role of the special education administrator is crucial for the
efficiency of a special education department and for the growth of students with
disabilities (Inandi, Tunc, Yucedaglar, & Kilic, 2020). Research also has demonstrated
that special education leaders must lead from the heart in order to make decisions that are
ethical in nature because these decisions will greatly impact the future of a student
(Vogel, 2012). Yet, the specific research of the leadership practices that are used by
special education administrators to demonstrate heart-led leadership is not well
understood.
Crowley (2011) developed a model of leadership that examined using the heart to
lead. This model of leadership focused on four principles: engaged teams, personal
connections, maximizing employee potential, and valuing and honoring achievements.
The four principles of heart-led leadership are well researched throughout the literature
on an individual basis, but the specific combination of these four principlies is unique to
Crowley’s framework. The research of these four principles as a combined framework
for heart-led leaderhip is sparse.
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The application of the four principles of heart-led leadership within the special
education setting is lacking within research. Specifically, an examiniation of how
district-level special education administrators use heart-lead leadership principles as a
way of supporting inclusion of students with disabilities and retention of special
education teachers while balancing the varying levels of special education responsibilties
and resources is lacking. To better understand the leadership practices of exemplary
district-level special education administrators in this study, interviews of district-level
administrators identified as exemplary within California determined how they utilized
Crowley’s (2011) four principles of heart-led leadership to make ethical decisions to
support students with disabilites and provided a deeper understanding of special
education leadership. This understanding could increase the outcomes for students with
disabilities while supporting special education staff within the demands of special
education.
Gaps in Research
Building a highly engaged team, connecting on a personal level, maximizing
employee potential, and valuing and honoring achievements are the four principles that
form the theoretical framework of Crowley’s (2011) Lead From the Heart. Within
special education, administrators are tasked with using these four principles to lead their
staff as well as lead the students on their campus. Administrators are tasked with leading
from the heart in order to make decisions that will impact students in a positive manner
(Vogel, 2012).
Special education administrators must lead from the heart to achieve outcomes for
students with disabilities (Veale, 2010). Strong special education administrators are
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considered to be good decision makers, understand the importance of interpersonal skills,
and be able to motivate teachers (Escarpio, 2008). Slater (2005) identified that special
education administrators must develop emotional competencies, such as those identified
within Crowley’s (2011) framework, in order to achieve extraordinary results.
Special education administrators must work through competing interests, such as
budgets versus student needs, which can make leading from the heart feel like an
impossible task (D. D. Smith et al., 2010). There are many groups, or stakeholders, who
have an impact in the student’s needs. Stakeholders include the student, family, teacher,
school site, district, state, and federal government. Special education administrators must
balance the needs of the stakeholders, which include balancing resources within the
school site or district, increasing student achievement, following state and federal special
education guidelines, and supporting the family with the student’s needs. The
stakeholders may at times have competing goals, which the special education
administrator must navigate. The navigation of competing goals can cause special
education administrators to be pulled in many different directions, which increases the
needs to use leading from the heart principles to continue to make ethical decisions
(Vogel, 2012). Figure 2 depicts the different stakeholders who impact special education
administrators and which the administrator must navigate when supporting the student
(Talbott et al., 2016).
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Figure 2. Special education groups and entities. From “A Distributed Model of Special Education
Leadership for Individualized Education Program Teams,” by E. Talbott, D. Mayrowetz, D. M.
Maggin, & S. E. Tozer, 2016, Journal of Special Education Leadership, 29(1), p. 8.

Although this task may feel impossible, leading from the heart becomes essential
in order to create a positive impact in the lives of students with disabilities (Vogel, 2012).
When leading from the heart principles are used by special education administrators, trust
and morality is increased within their teams (Salari & Nastiezaie, 2020). These
administrators use the four principles to help empower special education teams to make
decisions and deliver extraordinary results, which impact the students they work with
(Eccleston, 2010).
Special education administrators are there to guide and encourage members of the
team while strengthening the vision of the district (Inandi et al., 2020). As special
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education services continue to move from segregated classrooms to inclusive
environments, effective special education administration becomes crucial (Thomazet,
2009). Special education administrators need to have the ability to create and promote an
inclusive school culture, provide instructional leadership, manage processes within the
school, and create and maintain positive relationships with those around them (DiPaola et
al., 2004). These skills are embedded within Crowley’s (2011) framework.
The four principles that compose the leading from the heart framework are well
researched throughout leadership concepts (B. Brown, 2012; Burnett & Lisk, 2019;
Senge, Lichtenstein, Kaeufer, Bradbury, & Carroll, 2007). The combination of these
principles together to lead from the heart as special education administrators is an
identified research gap. Special education administrators are tasked with leading teams
to extraordinary results to create a positive impact on student’s lives while balancing the
competing interests within education. The question remains: How are exemplary leaders
within special education leadership using Crowley’s (2011) Lead From the Heart four
principles to create teams that provide extraordinary results?
Conclusion
The literature review that follows in the next chapter examines retention of special
education teachers as well as inclusive classrooms and the impact they play on special
education administration. To examine the four principles of Crowley’s (2011)
framework, it is important to develop a clear understanding of the research as it relates to
special education teacher retention and inclusive education. Following this analysis of
the importance of leading from the heart in education and special education, as well as
teacher retention and inclusive classrooms, the literature review explores foundational
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leadership theories, which lead to inception of Crowley’s leadership theory of leading
from the heart, the theoretical framework of leading from the heart with an in-depth look
at each of the four principles and the research regarding the principles, and lastly the
impact of heart-led leadership by special education administrators.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to describe how exemplary
district-level special education administrators lead from the heart using Mark Crowley’s
four principles (building a highly engaged team, connecting on a personal level,
maximizing employee potential, and valuing and honoring achievements) to accomplish
extraordinary results in their organizations.
Research Questions
1. How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart
to accomplish extraordinary results by building a highly engaged team?
2. How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart
to accomplish extraordinary results by connecting on a personal level?
3. How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart
to accomplish extraordinary results by maximizing employee potential?
4. How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart
to accomplish extraordinary results by valuing and honoring achievements?
Significance of the Problem
The beginning of implementation toward inclusive practices began over 45 years
ago with the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 (Lengyel &
Vanbergeijk, 2021). In 1990, IDEA reiterated the focus of inclusion of students with
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disabilities within the general education classroom throughout the United States (Drudy
& Kinsella, 2009; Howley, 2020). IDEA articulated the principle of the LRE within the
educational setting and stated that students with disabilities should be included within the
general education classroom (Lengyel & Vanbergeijk, 2021). While this was the focus of
IDEA, students with disabilities continue to be segregated from their general education
peers (Kurth, Morningstar, & Kozleski, 2014). According to the California Department
of Education, there are approximately 795,000 students within California school districts
who receive special education services and supports. Of the 795,000 students, 40% of
these students spend less than half of their day within a general education setting
(California Department of Education, n.d.).
To support students with disabilities within the special education setting, as well
as the general education setting, retention of special education teachers is a key factor.
Research has demonstrated that approximately one half of all new special education
teachers leave the profession within the first 3 years (DiPaola et al., 2004). Special
education teachers report that significant amounts of paperwork required for students
with disabilities paired with legal threats and challenging student behaviors are a
significant reason for leaving the field (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). Additional factors
related to retention of special education teachers include limited resources in adaptation
of general education curriculum to support the unique needs of students with disabilities,
a lack of collaboration with general education teachers, and limited support from school
administration (Berry, Petrin, Gravelle, & Farmer, 2011).
Special education administrators become advocates within the school setting
through their ability to look at a variety of complex perspectives while having an
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understanding of implementation of services and programs to support students with
disabilities (Wiggins & Damore, 2006). They are key in the implementation of inclusive
practices and the retention of special education teachers. Research has demonstrated that
special education administrators must rely on essential traits to successfully support
students with disabilities (Milligan et al., 2012). The special education administrator is
driven by a goal that may appear to be unachievable to others, which includes supporting,
preparing, and implementing services for students with disabilities (Taylor, 2020).
The complex role of the special education administrator demonstrates the need for
heart-led educational leaders who understand that their decisions will affect the future of
students with disabilities (Frick et al., 2013). Heart-led special education administrators
can help to create a culture of inclusivity in which collaboration is embedded into all
aspects, and all teachers, special education and general education, are responsible for the
success of students with disabilities (Veale, 2010). The special education administrator
who uses a heart-led approach can change the culture within a school setting and can
create a climate that supports both student and teacher (Rakow, 2007). This study can
provide insight into how special education administrators combine and utilize the four
principles of heart-led leadership, as defined by Crowley (2011), to make ethical
decisions that support students with disabilites and provide a deeper understanding of
special education leadership. There is a gap noted within the application of the four
principles and how the principles are implemented by district-level special education
administrators as a way of supporting inclusion of students with disabilities and retention
of special education teachers while balancing the varying levels of special education
responsibilites and resources. The research conducted within this study will give special
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education administration insight into how district-level special education administrators
combined the four principles of heart-led leadership to produce extraordinary results
within the special education field.
Definitions
The following definitions provide clarification on the terms relevant to the study.
Theoretical Definitions
Building a highly engaged team. Building a highly engaged team is using
strategies that help people become enthusiastically invested in and dedicated to work they
believe is significant, meaningful, and challenging in which relationships are built on
emotional connection and shared vision and values and commitment are based on
personal strengths and interests aligned with organizational goals (Crowley, 2011;
P. S. George & Stevenson, 1988; Rees, Alfes, & Gatenby, 2013; Senge et al., 2007).
Connecting on a personal level. Connecting on a personal level is seeing and
acting on behalf of others and authentically communicating with the intention of adding
value driven by humility, concern, and love (G. Brown, 2015; Crowley, 2011; Hayward,
2015; Maxwell, 2010).
Maximizing employee potential. Maximizing employee potential is igniting
emotional drivers by promoting human well-being while proactively strengthening,
teaching, and building people toward high achievement (Burnett & Lisk, 2019; Crowley,
2011).
Valuing and honoring achievements. Valuing and honoring achievements is
praising, acknowledging, recognizing, and appreciating positive accomplishments as an
expression of care through monetary and/or nonmonetary rewards, which may lead to
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increased job satisfaction (Brun & Dugas, 2008; Crowley, 2011; Posamentier & Krulik,
2008).
Caring leadership. Caring leadership is showing kindness, empathy, and
understanding that builds relationships that bring people together regarding a common
goal. Caring leaders demonstrate warmth, genuine interest in people, and treat others
with mutual acceptance and respect (Kautz, 2013; Tabor, Madison, Marler, &
Kellermanns, 2020; Maxwell, 2010; Tomkins & Simpson, 2015).
Operational Definitions
Extraordinary results. Extraordinary results are those accomplishments that are
remarkable, surprising, and exceptional and go beyond what is usually expected
(O’Reilly & Pfeffer, 2000). For this study, exemplary results were defined as inclusive
education practices as measured by the percentage of time students with disabilities
participate in the general education setting and which demonstrates students with
disabilities growth in academic achievement.
Exemplary leadership. For this study, exemplary leaders were defined as having
demonstrated evidence of caring about people within their organization and as having a
minimum of 3 years’ experience as a district-level special education administrator.
Additionally, to be defined as exemplary district-level administrators in this study, they
must have met a minimum of two of the following criteria: articles, papers, or materials
written, published, or presented at conferences or association meetings; recognition by
peers; or membership in a professional association in their field.
District-level special education administrators. The term district-level special
education administrators is used to define the administrator who oversees the special
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education department at the district-level. Job titles that may be considered a districtlevel special education administrator are as follows: assistant superintendent of student
services, assistant superintendent of instructional services, special education director,
student services director, program specialist, and program manager.
Inclusive education. The term inclusive education is used to define educational
practices in which students with disabilities spend the majority of their school day within
a general education classroom.
Delimitations
This study was delimited to eight exemplary district-level special education
administrators in California. Exemplary district-level special education administrators
in this study were leaders who demonstrated at least four of the following criteria; the
first three were required and all need to have accomplished extraordinary results as
established by expert identification:
1. Evidence of caring for people in the organization
2. A minimum of 3 years of experience as an executive director
3. Evidence of extraordinary results
4. Articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings
5. Recognition by peers
6. Membership in professional association in their field
Organization of the Study
This study contains five chapters. Chapter I provided the background, problem
statement, research questions, significance of the study, and the limitations. Chapter II
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supplies the literature on special education and inclusive practices, heart-led leadership in
education, theoretical foundations, and the theoretical framework for the study. Chapter
III discusses the chosen method and the phenomenological research design. Chapter IV
provides the research findings and an analysis of these findings. Lastly, Chapter V
provides the conclusions from the research findings and recommendations for future
research.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Chapter II presents a review of the literature related to Crowley’s (2011) four
heart-led leadership strategies and the impact of these strategies on district-level special
education administrators as they lead their teams toward extraordinary results. Crowley’s
transformational leadership strategies consist of building a highly engaged team,
connecting on a personal level, maximizing employee potential, and valuing and
honoring achievements. These four strategies combined serve as the theoretical
framework for this study. Each of these four elements is widely researched in the
literature, yet the combination of these four principles makes Crowley’s framework
unique (B. Brown, 2012; Burnett & Lisk, 2019; Senge et al., 2007; Tessema, Ready, &
Embaye, 2013).
This literature review is organized into five sections, beginning with a look at the
historical perspectives of special education. The review continues into the impact of
heart-led leadership by district-level special education administrators, as well as the
concepts of leading from the heart in education, including the impact on employee
retention and increased student achievement. The next section reviews the leadership
theories that impact Crowley’s (2011) heart-led leadership theory and reviews the
theories that were rejected. This section of the chapter dives into the foundational
leadership theory and transformational leadership, which is the basis of Crowley’s heartled leadership theory. The chapter then addresses the theoretical framework that
examines each of the four principles of heart-led leadership in detail. The conclusion of
the chapter is a review of the research related to exemplary district-level special
education administrators and the identified gaps in the research to the topic.
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History of Special Education
Special education is characterized by both the challenges and successes as well as
the debate on who receives special education, where should special education be
provided, what are the goals of special education, and how should special education be
provided (J. D. Smith, 1998; Winzer, 1993). The history of special education has been
greatly influenced by changes within society’s beliefs regarding how individuals with
disabilities are viewed (Rotatori, Obiakor, & Bakken, 2011). Although the Declaration of
Independence stated that all men were created equal, this statement did not extend to
individuals with disabilities (Chesterton, 2000). Throughout the 1800s and early 1900s,
when a child was born with a disability, parents were advised to let the child die or leave
the child in an institution (Chesterton, 2000). The institutions that children with
disabilities were placed in provided only basic needs and were in place to protect the
public from these children (Rotatori et al., 2011). For children with disabilities,
attendance in a public school was not allowed, and education was not offered within the
institutions (Rotatori et al., 2011).
Social Advocacy Movement
Awareness for education of individuals with disabilities was put in the spotlight
through the story of Helen Keller when Anne Mansfield Sullivan refused to give up on 5year-old Helen who was deaf-blind and found success in teaching her communication
(Rotatori et al., 2011; J. D. Smith, 1998). The success seen for Helen Keller in teaching
deaf-blind children opened the door for social reformers to begin to advocate for others
with disabilities (Rotatori et al., 2011). In 1848, Samuel Howe began to lobby for
individuals with mental retardation to state legislature and established the first school in
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the United States to educate individuals with mental retardation (Rotatori et al., 2011;
J. D. Smith, 1998; Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). Figure 3 summarizes important events that
occurred during the social advocacy movement, which helped to bring the rights of
individuals with disabilities to the forefront (Rotatori et al., 2011).

Figure 3. Synopsis of events as human rights began to evolve for people with disabilities. From
Advances in Special Education: History of Special Education (Vol. 21), by F. A. Rotatori, F. E.
Obiakor, & P. J. Bakken, 2011, p. 40, Bingley, United Kingdom: Emerald Group.

The movement for individuals with disabilities gained momentum when
influential families, such as the Kennedy family, became involved and not only
established a foundation but also publicly acknowledged their own child who had a
mental disability (Berkowitz, 1980). This foundation was established to work with
individuals with intellectual and developmental delays and also work on their behalf
through advocacy (Berkowitz, 1980). As a U.S. President, John F. Kennedy established a
panel to review information regarding mental retardation (Rotatori et al., 2011; Winzer,
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1993). This panel helped to establish change in programs for individuals with disabilities
that lead to positive changes within the system, which included funding, training,
services, and safety (Winzer, 1993). These changes made significant progress toward
providing better services, but education for individuals with disabilities was still not
mandated at this time (Winzer, 1993).
Brown v. Board of Education
The impact of the Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954 not only
impacted segregation based on race but also impacted the social movement regarding the
segregation of any class of people, including students with disabilities (Byrne &
Williams, 2005). Advocates for disability rights used the decision made by the courts in
Brown v. Board of Education to support that students with disabilities were a segregated
class of people, and per the court’s ruling, this was deemed unconstitutional (Byrne &
Williams, 2005). Students with disabilities were often segregated from public education
and only received services if the parents were able to enroll the student in a private
institution, but two class action court cases in the 1970s helped to begin to change the
landscape for students with disabilities (Hicks-Monroe, 2011). This case became the
foundation for children with disabilities and their families in establishing that they had a
right to a free appropriate public education, also known as FAPE (Spaulding & Pratt,
2015). Brown v. Board of Education became the first step toward the movement for
inclusive education for students with disabilities (Blanchett, Mumford, & Beachum,
2005; Morse, 2000; Salend, 2005).
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Special Education Court Cases
Following Brown v. Board of Education, decisions made by the courts not only
have upheld the educational rights of students with disabilities but also have expanded on
these rights (Rotatori et al., 2011; Winzer, 1993). The Pennsylvania Association for
Retarded Citizens or PARC v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania declared that students
with intellectual disabilities had the right to FAPE (Yell, Rogers, & Rogers, 1998). This
education included the delivery of special education services (Lengyel & Vanbergeijk,
2021; Rotatori et al., 2011; Yell et al., 2013). In 1972, Mills v. Board of Education
expanded rights of students with disabilities in order to establish suspension and
expulsion procedures (Yell et al., 2011). The right of students with disabilities to have
access to a general education setting, or a focus on inclusion, has been upheld by multiple
court cases, which include Daniel R. R. v. State Board of Education in 1989, Sacramento
City Unified School District v. Rachel H. in 1994, and Oberti v. Board of Education of
the Borough of Clementon School District in 1993 (Rotatori et al., 2011; Thomas &
Russo, 1995; Yell et al., 2011). Additionally, these cases provided guidelines regarding
the least restrictive environment, or LRE (Rotatori et al., 2011; Thomas & Russo, 1995;
Yell et al., 2011). Figure 4 summarizes historical court decisions that played a role in
changing the landscape of special education prior to the implementation of the Education
for All Handicapped Children Act (Rotatori et al., 2011).
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Figure 4. Historical court decisions that impacted special education. From Advances in Special
Education: History of Special Education (Vol. 21), by F. A. Rotatori, F. E. Obiakor, & P. J.
Bakken, 2011, p. 42, Bingley, United Kingdom: Emerald Group.

Special Education Related Legislation
As class action lawsuits were underway throughout the United States to advocate
for students with disabilities, further need for legislative action was seen (Lengyel &
Vanbergeijk, 2021). Advocacy groups began to lobby for legislative actions that would
ensure the delivery of special education services for students with disabilities (Giordano,
2007; Osborne & Russo, 2014; Yell et al., 1998). Advocacy groups wanted not only
increased access to society but also increased educational opportunities (Giordano, 2007;
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Osborne & Russo, 2014; Yell et al., 1998). Since the conception of legislative actions,
schools have been challenged to educate students with disabilities not only to the intent of
the law but also to the spirt of the law (Turnbull & Turnbull, 1998).
Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1973. The Vocational Rehabilitation Act,
which includes Section 504, came into existence in 1973 (Lengyel & Vanbergeijk, 2021).
This act was the first piece of legislative action that provided protection against
discrimination based on disability (Lengyel & Vanbergijk, 2021). The Vocational
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 is considered to be a significant step forward within the
disability rights movement (Mainzer & Dipeolu, 2015). At the inception of the act, many
educators were not aware that this piece of legislation pertained to students within the
educational system (Yell et al., 2011).
Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975. In 1970, the Education
of the Handicapped Act, or EHA, was the first law that addressed the needs of students
with disabilities (Yell et al., 2011). In 1975, President Ford signed the Education for All
Handicapped Children Act, which increased the role of the federal government in special
education (Yell et al., 2011). This law was enacted to ensure that students with
disabilities were able to receive a free and appropriate education (FAPE) and assisted
state governments with implementation of special education services (Yell et al., 2011).
This law provided funding to states, and to receive this funding, states had to pass laws
and provide evidence of implementation of education for students with disabilities
(Huefner, 2000; Paragos, 2001).
The Individuals With Disabilities Education Act. The Education of Children
with Disabilities Act was amended in 1990 and changed to the Individuals with
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Disabilities Education Act, or IDEA (Yell et al., 2011). IDEA is a comprehensive law
that provided both funding and governed how students with disabilities would be
educated (Yell et al., 2011). IDEA noted that students would be eligible for services if
the student was found to have a disability as identified per law and due to the disability
needed special education services (Yell et al., 2013). IDEA also mandated that students
with disabilities would be taught in the LRE and have an individualized education plan,
or IEP, that guided how special education services would be provided and addressed
students’ needs in the form of goals (Ferretti & Eisenman, 2010; McLaughlin, 2010).
IDEA also mandated that states would have to ensure that students with disabilities, from
ages 3 to 21, are identified through evaluation and provided special education services
(Turnbull & Turnbull, 1998). For each student to receive an individualized education,
each student who is identified as eligible for special education would receive an IEP
(Gorn, 1997). The IEP was identified as a written document, which detailed how special
education services would be provided to the student, and this written document would be
developed by a team, which included the educators and the parent(s) and the student
when appropriate (Bateman & Linden, 1998).
Movement to Inclusive Education
Concerns regarding the segregation of special education students, as well as their
growth within a segregated environment, were first expressed in 1968 by Lloyd Dunn
(Howley, 2020). In the 1970s and early 1980s, the focus of advocacy groups was for
mainstreaming of special education students into the general education classroom
(Rotatori et al., 2011). Mainstreaming helped to increase the number of students with
disabilities having access to the general education classroom, but this also helped to bring
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awareness of the problems that existed within special education (Litton, Rotatori, & Day,
1989). Problems that were brought to awareness included an education program not
designed to support students with two different sets of instructional goals, lack of
collaboration between special education and general education, and a perception of
negativity toward students with disabilities from the general education teacher (Litton et
al., 1989). In the late 1980s and early 1990s, a movement began that advocated the
general education setting was responsible for all students, including students with
disabilities (Litton et al., 1989; Rotatori et al., 2011; Will, 1986). Advocates emphasized
that having two systems of education, specifically special education classrooms and
general education classrooms, was ineffective and led to further discrimination against
students with disabilities (Schwenn, Rotatori, & Fox, 1991). Opponents to this concept
debated that evaluative research needed to be conducted to assure the most appropriate
supports for all students (Schwenn et al., 1991). The movement toward educating all
students in the general education classroom was considered a special education
controversy in the 1990s and led to the implementation of inclusive programs, which
educated all students in a general education classroom (Forlin & Loreman, 2014;
Obiakor, Harris, Rotatori, & Algozzine, 2010; Salend, 2005; Valle & Connor, 2019;
Winzer, 1993). Research for inclusive education has noted that all students can benefit in
a classroom where educators use instruction that is differentiated, assessments are used,
and accommodations are implemented (Cushing, Carter, Clark, Wallis, & Kennedy,
2009; Forlin & Loreman, 2014; Hicks-Monroe, 2011; Howley, 2020; R. Jackson, 2009;
Sage, 2007; Salend, 2005).
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Impact of Heart-Led Leadership
Over the last decade, the interest of heart-led leadership strategies and how these
strategies play a key role in outcomes within the workplace has increased (Connelly &
Ruark, 2010; Damen, van Knippenberg, & van Knippenberg, 2008; Van Kleef et al.,
2009). Emotions of the leader play a key role in influencing employees and influences
the perceptions of employees on the effectiveness of the leader (Bono & Ilies, 2006;
Gooty, Connelly, Griffith, & Gupta, 2010). Research studies have revealed that leaders
who demonstrate positive emotions are thought to be more effective, and employees who
work with an employee who demonstrates positive emotions display similar emotions
(Bono & Ilies, 2006; Eberly & Fong, 2013; Johnson, 2008; Lewis, 2000). Crowley’s
(2011) research indicated that traditional leadership approaches in the workplace have not
evolved with society. To create and maintain a team that engages in work that has
extraordinary results, a leader must create connections that engage them in the work
(Crowley, 2011). Qualities that create this connection are qualities of the heart, which
include sincerity, integrity, and empathy (Dominguez & Sotherlund, 2010). Crowley
(2011) stated that “people work harder and contribute more to their organizations when
their hearts are engaged” (p. 58). Crowley’s heart-led leadership strategies are viewed as
a “prescription for restoring the effectiveness of American leadership” (p. 59). These
four principles of building a highly engaged team, connecting on a personal level,
maximizing employee potential, and valuing and honoring achievements are at the core
of heart-led leadership, which is vital to move teams toward extraordinary results
(Crowley, 2011).
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Heart-led leaders lead by example and understand that change, in any form, is
difficult (Dominguez & Sotherlund, 2010). These leaders understand that it is vital to
involve others by reaching out to their team and by creating a space where others can be
inspired by having a common vision that is achieved by all (Dominguez & Sotherlund,
2010). Heart-led leadership is rooted within the work of Abraham Maslow by which
motivations of a person are driven by a hierarchy of needs (Aanstoos, 2019). Maslow’s
work discussed that for a person to ascend to the next level of the pyramid, the prior layer
must be met first (Aanstoos, 2019). The pyramid levels are as follows starting with the
bottom layer to the highest layer: basic needs, safety, love and belonging, self-esteem,
and self-actualization (McLeod, 2020). Heart-led leadership allows employees to meet
each level of need in the pyramid moving toward self-actualization, which leads to an
increase in job satisfaction, commitment to the job, and an increase of performance in the
organization as a whole (Ballard, 2015).
Leading From the Heart in Education
Emotions, learning, and leading are intertwined in the educational setting (Beatty
& Brew, 2004). The emotional practice of leadership within schools is beginning to get
increased attention (Beatty & Brew, 2004; Hargreaves, 2004; Jeffrey & Woods, 1996).
School leadership involves significant personal interactions with staff, students, and
families that are displayed to the public (Harris, 2004). Because of this level of personal
interactions, emotional leadership or heart-led leadership is inevitable (Harris, 2004).
The leadership model within the educational setting is being reconceptualized so that
emotional leadership skills are being required for school administrators (Beatty & Brew,
2004). This shift in the need for heart-led leadership skills requires a change from
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traditionally cognitive skills to an emphasis on building deeper connections and needing
leaders with emotional experience (Harris, 2004). The heart-led leader within the school
achieves change by building trust and understanding differences (Harris, 2004). The
leader in the school not only plays the prime role in building relationships but also creates
conditions for the development of these relationships between others (Harris, 2004). A
heart-led leader must have courage, patience, humility, and resilience in implementing
changes within the school setting to have an influence on the culture in a positive manner
(Harris, 2004).
Heart-led leadership is vital in the education setting because it significantly
impacts student outcomes (Marzano, 2003). When leaders within the school setting are
advocates for student learning and use heart-led leadership strategies, an increase in
student achievement is visible (Rodriguez et al., 2009). An effective school environment
is crucial to increasing students’ learning, which is seen as an impact by leaders and
teachers who promote an environment of caring (Dicke et al., 2020). To create and
promote an environment of caring, heart-led leadership strategies is vital because these
strategies can increase job satisfaction in both the teachers and the administrators (Dicke
et al., 2020; Nguni, Sleegers, & Denessen, 2006). Heart-led leadership is vital in
increasing student achievements to fulfill the goal of leaving no child behind (DiPaola et
al., 2004). To meet this goal, caring leaders are needed who will be advocates for the
students as well as for the community at large (DiPaola et al., 2004).
Leading From the Heart in Special Education
The individual who enters into the role of a special education administrator does
so because of a desire to reach a goal that seems impossible (Taylor, 2020). This goal is
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to work with students who have struggles related to education due to a disability and to
provide these students with support needed to prepare them for success (Taylor, 2020).
This goal is done not for just one student; instead, the special education administrator has
this goal while working with all students who receive special education services (Taylor,
2020). A special education administrator is charged with making decisions that can
affect a child’s future, both negatively and positively (Frick et al., 2013). Administrators
must balance the needs of the student, family, teacher, school site, district, state, and
federal government while making ethical decisions that impact a student’s future (Talbott
et al., 2016; Vogel, 2012). Figure 2 (repeated here for ease of reference) shows the
different needs and entities that a special education administrator must balance to support
students toward positive outcomes (Talbott et al., 2016).
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Figure 2. Special education groups and entities. From “A Distributed Model of Special Education
Leadership for Individualized Education Program Teams,” by E. Talbott, D. Mayrowetz, D. M.
Maggin, & S. E. Tozer, 2016, Journal of Special Education Leadership, 29(1), p. 25.

Retention of special education teachers. The special education teacher is at the
forefront of support students with disabilities, yet each year, approximately 13.2% of
special education teachers leave (Plash & Piotrowski, 2006). Six percent of these teacher
leave the field of education altogether while 7.2% transfer to a general education teaching
position (Plash & Piotrowski, 2006). Within the first 3 years of teaching, approximately
29% of special education teachers are projected to leave the field of special education,
and by the 5th year, approximately 39% will leave the field of special education
(Billingsley, 2004b). Special education teachers are more prone to stress and to
professional burnout, which significantly impacts their ability to see their own personal
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accomplishments (Nichols & Sosnowsky, 2002). The stress and professional burnout
seen in special education teachers is similar to that of nurses, doctors, and police officers
who work with and support people who exhibit physical, social, and emotional problems
(Zabel & Zabel, 2001). The four key factors that are associated with professional burnout
of special education teachers include conflict in their role, role ambiguity, workload, and
support from administration (Embich, 2001). The special education teachers’
understanding of their role, their responsibilities, their rights, and their goals are often
unclear to them as well as to those they work with and support (Plash & Piotrowski,
2006). The workload of the special education teacher, which includes paperwork,
attending meetings, planning for lessons, creation of goals, and providing special
education services, increases emotional exhaustion (Miller, Brownell, & Smith, 1999).
Lack of meaningful administrative support further increases this emotional exhaustion
(Miller et al., 1999). The stress from the demands of the job, inadequate time to plan as
compared to general education peers, supporting students with a wide diversity of needs,
caseloads, IEP paperwork, IDEA compliance, and the threat of litigation are key factors
in special education teachers leaving the field as shown in Figure 5 (Plash & Piotrowski,
2006).
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Figure 5. Factors in special education teacher retention. From “Retention Issues: A Study of
Alabama Special Education Teachers,” by S. Plash & C. Piotrowski, 2006, Education, 127(1),
p. 3.

The special education teacher started with the goal of supporting students with
disabilities, but the reality of the position is the special education teachers spend a
significant portion of their time completing paperwork in relation to the students’ IEP and
attending meetings (Gersten, Keating, Yovanoff, & Harniss, 2001). For special education
teachers who remain in the field, increased requirements in relation to IDEA require more
support from administrators for the teacher to be successful and to increase retention
(Nance & Calabrese, 2009). To increase positive outcomes for students with disabilities,
it is critical to create stability for the teachers who educate them (Billingsley, 2001).
Although it is understood that highly qualified teachers help increase positive student
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outcomes to a significant degree, being able to find, develop, and retain quality teachers
remains a concern in special education (Darling-Hammond & Youngs, 2002).
To support special education teachers retainment, the school environment must be
cultivated to be a place where the teachers can develop professionally and find meaning
in their work (Crockett, 2004). Providing support within the first few years of the special
education teachers’ career is vital so that they are prepared to work with students with
disabilities and complete paperwork in alignment with IDEA compliance (Billingsley,
2001; Rosenholtz, 1989). Positive work conditions are key to increasing special
education teacher retention (Billingsley, 2004a, 2004b). Special education administrators
are a key player in helping teachers to succeed (Glickman, 2002). The support of the
special education administrator helps to foster an environment where the teacher has
colleagues to provide collaboration to support students, clear goals that have value are
implemented, a clear purpose is given, and clear roles in special education and general
education are provided (Billingsley, 2004b).
Special education funding. The special education budget is comprised of
funding from the federal government, state government, and local sources (Marchitello &
Schiess, 2019). In 2018, the National Council on Disability estimated that the federal
government contributed 16% of the cost that is accrued by a student with special
education services. The Education of All Handicapped Children Act, or Public Law 94142, determined that funding for special education services would be available to districts
to support students with disabilities (Hicks-Monroe, 2011). The IDEA of 1975 initially
was to support 40% of the cost for a student who is eligible to receive special education
services (National Council on Disability, 2018). IDEA was later amended and moved
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away from the allocation of funds from a formula of providing funding on the number of
students with disabilities to a funding formula that was based on the total population of
all students within the district (Marchitello & Schiess, 2019). Allocation by the federal
government for special education increased between 2011 and 2019, but the increase in
allocation did not keep pace with the rising enrollment of students and increasing costs
(National Council on Disability, 2018). Because of limited funding and the districts
requirement to provide a free and appropriate education, FAPE, the job of the special
education administrator is examining how to support the needs of students with
disabilities with limited resources (D. D. Smith et al., 2010). The balance of allocating
limited resources while at times balancing one student’s needs against another students,
creates tension at the practical realities in relation to the special education budget
(Marchitello & Schiess, 2019; D. D. Smith et al., 2010).
The underfunding of special education is not limited to the federal government as
state governments have a history of underfunding special education, which increases the
financial strain that is felt by districts (Marchitello & Schiess, 2019). California state
funding for students with special education services has not continued to increase at the
same rate as the cost of providing special education services (Hill, Warren, Murphy, Ugo,
& Pathak, 2016; Marchitello & Schiess, 2019). To fund the cost of special education, the
district must use local funds to make up the difference, which contributes to
encroachment on the general education budget (Hill et al., 2016; Levin et al., 2018;
Marchitello & Schiess, 2019). The declining financial support from the federal and state
government forces districts to shift the costs to the local budget while trying to balance
the increased costs in services, staffing, health care, and retirement benefits (Levin et al.,

44

2018; Marchitello & Schiess, 2019). Federal law is in place that sets requirements for
state contributions toward special education, but the state has the ability to determine how
the special education funding is distributed to the district (Marchitello & Schiess, 2019).
In California, funding for special education falls outside of the Local Control Funding
Formula (LCFF), which is the state’s primary mechanism for school funding (Koppich,
Humphrey, Marsh, Polikoff, & Willis, 2018).
Inclusive classroom settings. The term inclusive education was first used in a
workshop for both families and educators by Marsha Forest in 1987 (Howley, 2020).
The significant dilemma in education is that the term inclusion has been used to describe
a wide variety of practices that clearly represent integration, also known as
mainstreaming, of students and not inclusion of students (Jorgensen, 2018; Thomazet,
2009). Integration is the act of having students be included in specific activities or for
specific times of the day (Thomazet, 2009). Inclusion is when students with disabilities
are included within the general education classroom, alongside typically developing
peers, and receive instuction based on the general education curriculum (Hicks-Monroe,
2011).
Students with disabilities who participate in an inclusive classroom have
increased academic success and increased positive quality of life after leaving high
school (Jorgensen, 2018). The inclusive classroom not only provides positive outcomes
for students with disabilities but also provides positive outcomes for all students within
that classrom setting in both academics and social-emotional ability (Kalambouka,
Farrell, Dyson, & Kaplan, 2007). Research within the United States has also
demonstrated that students within an inclusive classroom have increased scores on
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standardized assessments as compared to students who are in noninclusive classrooms
(Howley, 2020). Positive outcomes are seen in the inclusive classroom due to the
teachers being trained to employ a variety of teaching techniques to support the students
with disabilities, which then leads to all students having access to a wide variety of
techniques and supports in the classroom (Sermier Dessemontet & Bless, 2013).
Academic success is increased and a sense of belonging is created for students who may
previously have felt separated from their peers (Causton-Theoharis & Theoharis, 2009).
Students within an inclusive classroom also demonstrate improvements with their ability
to accept other students’ differences and have increased self-esteem (Staub & Peck,
1994). Behavioral difficulties also decrease in the inclusive classroom because of the
training received by the classroom teachers as well as the wide variety of techniques
employed to support all students (Trampler, 2012).
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 reflected
both values as well as evidence-based rationale for inclusive classrooms (Jorgensen,
2018; Osgood, 2008). One of the key foundations of this was that a disability is part of
the human experience, but this experience should not deny an individual the right to
participate in society, including the classroom (Jorgensen, 2018). In California, there are
approximately 775,000 students who receive special education services (California
Department of Education, n.d.). Of the 775,000 students with disabilities, approximately
58% of these students spend 80% or more of their day in the general education setting
(California Department of Education, n.d.). The other 42% of students spend less than
80% of their day, and 20% of all students with disabilities spend less than 40% of their
time within the general education setting (California Department of Education, n.d.). The
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benefits of inclusive education are supported through theory, historical research, and
empirical literature and demonstrate that placement within an inclusive classroom, where
a student with disabilities is with typically developing peers and has supports of both a
general education teacher and a special education teacher, will have a significant positive
impact to the life of a child (L. B. Jackson, Ryndak, & Wehmeyer, 2008).
Theoretical Foundations
Traditional leadership approaches have not evolved within the workplace even
though society has made changes in how it views the workplace (Crowley, 2011).
Leaders must create and maintain connections with their team to accomplish
extraordinary results (Crowley, 2011). Crowley’s (2011) theory of leadership and his
four principles of heart-led leadership is based in the theory of transformational
leadership. Likewise, servant leadership and authentic leadership directly align with the
heart-led leadership framework. In contrast, transactional leadership, authoritative
leadership, and democratic leadership theories contrast Crowley’s heart-led leadership
theory.
Leadership Theories Aligned With Crowley’s Theory
Servant leadership. Servant leadership theory originated in 1970 by Robert K.
Greenleaf (Greenleaf & Spears, 2002). Servant leadership uses strategies that are both
personal and individual in nature that develop the potential of the employee (Liden et al.,
2014). Servant leadership is distinct from other forms of leadership because the focus is
in supporting the work of the employee rather than supporting the work of the leader
(Sipe & Frick, 2015). This focus on the employee, or follower, is a conscious choice, and
the leader is guided to be the servant first (van Dierendonck & Patterson, 2015).
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Crowley’s (2011) four principles of heart-led leadership similarly focuses on the needs,
wants, and the desires of the employee and align with the principles of servant leadership.
The definition of servant leadership is aligned to that of transformational leadership,
which helps to support the connection between Crowley’s principles of leadership with
that of servant leadership (Crowley, 2011; Farling, Stone, & Winston, 1999). Servant
leadership is defined as a specific aspect of transformational leadership (Farling et al.,
1999; Greenleaf & Spears, 2002; Liden, Wayne, Zhao, & Henderson, 2008). Connecting
on a personal level, maximizing employee potential, and valuing and honoring
achievements are three of the four heart-led leadership principles that directly align with
the theory of servant leadership (Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006; Crowley, 2011; Greenleaf &
Spears, 2002; Sipe & Frick, 2015). The fourth principle, building a highly engaged team,
is not in alignment with servant leadership because the focus of the principle is about
decisions regarding the selection, retainment, and engagement of teams versus that of
serving the needs of employees (Crowley, 2011).
Authentic leadership. Authentic leadership serves as the basis of all positive
leadership styles (Gardner et al., 2005). Authentic leadership approaches use trust within
the team that builds honest and transparent relationships as well as ethical foundations
that lead to greater self-awareness and creates positive behaviors in all members of the
team, including the leader (Adil et al., 2019; Avolio & Luthans, 2006; Criswell &
Campbell, 2008). This form of transformational leadership focuses on a vision that is
value based and on the authenticity of the leader, which creates trust from the followers
(Shamir & Eilam, 2005). Through the personal convictions and a value-based vision,
authentic leaders provide a work environment that is genuine and has realistic
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expectations (Clapp-Smith et al., 2009). Key factors in an authentic leader include being
self-aware, having balanced processing, an internalized moral perspective, and having
transparency in relationships (Wei et al., 2018).
The concept of authentic leadership aligns with the four principle of heart-led
leadership, yet this concept is theoretical in nature as compared to Crowley’s (2011)
theory of heart-led leadership. Crowley’s four principles help provide clear behavioral
actions in order to lead teams. The authentic leaders use reflection of their own values,
beliefs, and ethics to be authentic (B. George, 2007). The leadership style of an authentic
leader, as defined by research, meets a portion of the requirement of the heart-led
leadership style as defined by Crowley. The authentic leadership style aligns to two of
the heart-led leadership principles, building a highly engaged team and connecting on a
personal level, but this leadership style does not address how the leader will align with
the additional two heart-led leadership principles, valuing and honoring achievements
and maximizing employee potential (Crowley, 2011).
Transformational Leadership
The transformational leader is at the forefront of the catalyst for the process of
change, and transformational leadership is the key leadership style within current
leadership literature (McCloskey, 2015). Transformational leadership focuses on
emotions, interests, and behaviors of employees, which are in response to their
interactions with peers, and has replaced theories that focused on the transactional nature
of leadership (Anderson & Ackerman Anderson, 2010). Transformational leadership
emphasizes the human relational aspect of leadership versus a focus on tasks or job
requirements, which leads to an inspirational form of leadership (A. Lee, 2017). To
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foster changes within an organization, transformational leadership uses human
interactions (Anderson, 2015). A leadership style that has a focus on the human aspect,
and using relationships as a catalyst for change, is considered a risky form of leadership
but at its depth is a noble form of leadership (McCloskey, 2015).
History of transformational leadership. The transformational leadership is
defined as a leadership style in which the relationships between the employer and
employee are key to the success of the leader (McCloskey, 2015). This form of
leadership is in stark contrast to that of transactional leadership, which uses a transaction
that is mutually beneficial between the leader and the employee (Bass, 1997).
Transactional leadership emphasizes a focus on getting to specific goals by the use of a
consequence system whereas transformational leadership emphasizes the creation and
sustainment of partnership between the leader and the follower in which a common
vision is pursued and the community shared values and serves together (Avolio & Bass,
1999; McCloskey, 2015).
Transformational leadership was first seen in publication in 1973 when James V.
Downton used the term in his book Rebel Leadership: Commitment and Charisma in a
Revolutionary Process. Later in 2010, James McGregor Burns used the term in his book
Leadership (Burns-Redell, 2013; Downton, 1973). Bernard Bass further helped to
develop the topic of transformational leadership through a series of writings, and in 1985,
he helped bring clarity to the topic of transformational leadership by discussing that this
form of leadership pushes a person to do more than the person thought they could do.
The definition of a transformational leader was defined through the criteria established by
Bass, which stated that transformational leaders bring enthusiasm, loyalty, and trust in
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both their self and their goals, there is consideration of the individual employee, and
problem-solving capabilities of the employee is increased (Bass, 1997). This focus on
the relationship aspect of leadership helped to pave the way to the further development of
heart-led leadership through Crowley’s (2011) lead from the heart framework.
Crowley’s (2011) heart-led leadership model focused on the how the actions of the
leader impact the feelings and in turn motivate the employee. Crowley’s four principles
of heart-led leadership are as follows: (a) “Build a highly engaged team,” (b) “Connect
on a personal level,” (c) “Maximize employee potential,” and (d) “Value and honor
achievements” (p. 60). While these principles may seem simplistic in nature, Crowley
discusses that “it’s the consistent absence of these same four things that has led so many
American workers to become so unhappy, disengaged, and under-committed to their
jobs” (p. 59). In the next sections, the four principles of heart-led leadership are explored
deeper in order to bring understanding to Crowley’s transformational leadership model of
leading from the heart.
Transformational leadership in special education. An educational leader is
tasked with not only leading school staff but also leading families and students (Vogel,
2012). Transformational leadership in education must change from a focus in instruction
to a focus on teachers (Hattie, 2015). The factors that support positive outcomes in the
educational setting include meeting regularly with staff for collaboration, providing clear
expectations, and recognizing the success of employees (Shatzer, Caldarella, Hallam, &
Brown, 2014). A strong special educational leader works to create, implement, and
maintain a universal vision that all children can learn with appropriate supports (Obiakor,
Banks, Rotatori, & Utley, 2017). This leader builds strong and trusting relationships with
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multiple stakeholders and is respectful to those they come in contact with in their work
(Obiakor et al., 2017). This leader upholds the vision of the school that includes a belief
in effective instruction for students with disabilities and creates an environment where
team members understand trust and collaboration while working for a goal (Crockett,
2002).
Recognition of employee’s success directly aligns with Crowley’s (2011) heartled principle of valuing and honoring achievements while meeting with team members
for collaborating and working toward a common goal is related to the principle of
maximizing employee potential. The work of the special education administrator
continues to develop as the team works to follow the principle of connecting on a
personal level through trust being built and a common vision being the center of the team
(Crowley, 2011). True transformational leadership is a continual work in progress, and
not a static idea, which leads to the development of building a team that is highly
engaged to implement instruction for students with disabilities and helping increase
positive student outcomes (Crowley, 2011; Paolucci, 2020; Rodriguez et al., 2009). The
purpose of this study was to better define how district-level special education
administrators implement heart-led leadership strategies to produce extraordinary results.
Leadership Theories Rejected by Crowley’s Theory
Transactional leadership. Transactional leadership is a style of leadership in
which a transaction occurs that is mutually beneficial for both the leader and the
employee (Bass, 1997). Transactional leadership is based on the idea that employees will
comply with the leader’s expectations and demands, but this leadership style decreases
the likelihood that employees will rise above expectations (Van Dijk et al., 2021).
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Typically, transactional leadership is associated with a monetary reward that is used to
ensure an employee’s compliance or performance (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Kark et al.,
2003; Yukl, 2002). Transactional leadership is aligned more closely with that of a
management style versus that of a true leadership style (McCloskey, 2015). The
transactional exchanges within the leadership style are incorporated into transformational
leadership through the use of rewards, but the key difference is the types of rewards that
are used (McCloskey, 2015). Transactional leadership relies heavily on monetary
rewards as opposed to transformational leadership that uses both extrinsic and intrinsic
motivations (Dewhurst, Guthridge, & Mohr, 2009).
Authoritative or autocratic leadership. Authoritative leadership, also known as
autocratic leadership, is typically perceived as a negative style of leadership (Fairholm,
2009). This leadership style is when the leader makes the decisions and hands these
decisions down to employees who are then expected to implement the decisions without
questioning the leader (Sadler, 2003). The authoritative leadership style decreases the
team’s morale and in turn decreases the team’s performance, but it does create an
environment where employees have clear expectations and their role is predictable (De
Hoogh, Greer, & Den Hartog, 2015). High levels of intimidation and pressure are
associated with authoritative leadership (Peker, Inandi, & Giliç, 2018). This style of
leadership and interaction with employees is a direct contrast to Crowley’s (2011) heartled principles, which emphasize the importance of positive interactions.
Theoretical Framework
Crowley’s (2011) heart-led principles are “a prescription for restoring the
effectiveness of American leadership” (p. 59). The four principles are (a) building a
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highly engaged team, (b) connecting on a personal level, (c) maximizing employee
potential, and (d) valuing and honoring achievement (Crowley, 2011). Each of these four
principles is widely researched individually, but it is the combination of these four
principles that make Crowley’s framework unique (B. Brown, 2012; Burnett & Lisk,
2019; Senge et al., 2007; Tessema et al., 2013).
Building a Highly Engaged Team
The success of an organization is creating a team that works effectively together
to achieve success for the organization (Scott, 2018). The first step in creating an
effective team starts with hiring the right employees for the needs of the team (Voss &
Lake, 2021). To sustain the team, the leader must nurture the team and create an
environment that encourages and promotes members who are cohesive (Ruygrok, 2016).
To develop a team that is highly engaged, the work environment must have a culture that
promotes collaboration as well as a collective responsibility (Hargreaves & Shirley,
2019). Collective responsibility is vital to the team versus using a top-down leadership
approach (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2019). The theory of leading from the middle stresses
the importance of control at the local level, which is supported by the idea that leaders
should have the ability to make decisions regarding the members of their team (Crowley,
2011; Fullan, 2015). When hiring employees for a team, it is important that leaders be
conscious of how the new employee will impact the existing team (Crowley, 2011).
Crowley (2011) further discussed the role of the leader in selecting the right person for
the team who will have skills or talent that add to the team. An emphasis is put on
leaders hiring people who have heart to build a team that will be highly engaged in the
work (Crowley, 2011).
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Definition of building highly engaged teams. Building a highly engaged team
is using strategies that help people become enthusiastically invested in and dedicated to
the work they believe is significant, meaningful, and challenging, where relationships are
built on emotional connection and shared vision, and where values and commitment are
based on personal strengths and interests aligned with organizational goals (Crowley,
2011; P. S. George & Stevenson, 1988; Rees et al., 2013; Senge et al., 2007).
Strategies to create employee investment and dedication. Employees who feel
they are part of a shared vision are engaged and connected to their work, which is crucial
to the development of an effective and engaged team (Bass, 1997; Kark et al., 2003).
Within the educational setting, it is vital to think about the hiring recommendations that
were reviewed by Crowley (2011) related to understanding the specific assignments,
needed professional development, and selecting employees in a specific manner for
collaborative work (Crowley, 2011; Wheelan & Kesselring, 2005). Effective teams have
members, veteran and newly hired, who are driven to the commitment of a common goal
(Harvey & Drolet, 2005). A team must learn to build and maintain trust in one another,
work through conflict, commit to the goal of the team, hold all members accountable, and
pay attention to the results of the team (Lencioni, 2002).
Ensuring work is meaningful and challenging. A meaningful life is one of the
lasting forms of happiness, and in turn, having meaningfulness in the workplace is critical
to creating positive work outcomes (Seligman, 2002). Meaningful work is at the
forefront of research in order to determine why and how work becomes meaningful for
employees (Lips-Wiersma & Wright, 2012). Meaningfulness within the workplace is
connected to intrinsic motivation (Chalofsky & Krishna, 2009). The major sources of

55

meaningful work include other people, the employees’ own self, context of work, and a
spiritual life (Matsuo, Arai, & Matsuo, 2019). Creating work that is meaningful for
employees, which allows them to feel both fulfilled and challenged, is the hallmark of
transformational leadership (Arnold, Turner, Barling, Kelloway, & McKee, 2007).
Creating relationships with connection and shared values. Connections are
created through the art of listening to one another and by demonstrating genuine concern
(Shaw, 1997; Tehan, 2007). When a team of committed employees collaborate and work
together, they can determine the success that will be seen throughout the organization
(Hattie, 2015). Shared values within a team motivates the individuals to perform above
their own expectations (Bass, 1997; Kark et al., 2003). The personal connection that is
built in a team leads to shared values and trust within the leadership (Salari & Nastiezaie,
2020). Educational leaders are tasked with creating personal connections to lead a team
that makes ethical decisions, which impact students in their care (Vogel, 2012).
Aligning personal strengths with organizational goals. It is vital to
communicate the needs of the employees’ work, interests, and desires to align the
employees’ personal strengths to the goals of the organization (Bakker, 2011). Being
transparent in the opportunities employees have within the organization allows the leader
to work with them to develop their strengths while supporting the needs of the
organization (Banks, 2020; Galagan, 2015).
Connecting on a Personal Level
The definition of connecting on a personal level was intentionally created by
Crowley (2011). Connection must be made on a personal level that is unique to each
person (Crowley, 2011). To create this unique personal connection, it is recommended
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that each leader schedules time that is uninterrupted, which allows the leader to interact
with employees to gain insight into the employees and not about the work they complete
(Crowley, 2011). The opportunity to have uninterrupted time with employees allow the
leader to make a connection with them, not as a means to create a deep personal
connection but as a way to gain an understanding of what is inspirational in their lives
and what provides them motivation (Crowley, 2011).
Definition of connecting on a personal level. Connecting on a personal level is
seeing and acting on behalf of others and authentically communicating with the intention
of adding value driven by humility, concern, and love (G. Brown, 2015; Crowley, 2011;
Hayward, 2015; Maxwell, 2010).
Seeing. The act of seeing employees within the workplace is identifying,
recognizing, and noticing who the employees are as individuals and acknowledging and
affirming the individual characteristics of the employee (Marzano & Waters, 2005).
Leaders who see their employees identify the employee on their purpose, strengths, work
environment, and growth both personally and in the organization (Gebauer & Lowman,
2008). A simple gesture of acknowledging the employee and providing positive rewards
has a significant impact (Kouzes & Posner, 2011). Leaders build a positive connection
that can result in increased performance for the organization when employees are seen in
their workplace (Dutton, 2003).
Acting on behalf of others. At the heart of connection is understanding how
others feel, having shared experiences, and at the core, not being alone (B. Brown, 2018).
Meaning, purpose, and fulfillment within oneself is created by having an understanding
of each other (K. T. Jackson, 2019). Leaders who act from their own feelings that are
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genuine model the behavior and then empower trust with each other (Bickel, 2009;
Goleman, 2013). A leader models behavior in the workplace and sets the example, which
heightens the morality of the followers (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Yunker & Yunker, 2002).
Authentic communication. A leader will need to step away from the hierarchy to
communicate in a way that is personal, authentic, and transparent with employees
(Groysberg, 2012). Transparent communication among the team, which includes the
leader and the follower, allows for a common vision and discussion of realistic needs in
the organization (Bass, 2008; Yunker & Yunker, 2002). A leader who has an open heart
can connect with others’ emotions, which increases empathy, resilience, and compassion
to the team (B. Brown, 2018). Being authentic in communication is being open to the
feelings of others, avoiding defensiveness, and monitoring emotions of all involved
(Bass, 2008).
Intention of adding value driven by humility. Humans have a need to feel valued
and cared about and this remains true in the workplace for employees (Crowley, 2011).
Leaders who have a connection with their staff create opportunities for personal
connection (Ulrich & Woodson, 2011). Value is added to an employee’s strength and
helps to push the employee forward when the leader shows the meaning of humility
through servant leadership (Patterson, 2003; Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002)
Concern and love. A safe space must be created for leaders to connect with
employees at a heart-to-heart level with compassion (Glaser, 2016). Love and concern
for an employee is shown when the leader is vulnerable to the employees (B. Brown,
2018). The concern and love that is shown to employees create the opportunity for the
employees in turn to show love toward their organization (Gebauer & Lowman, 2008). A
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positive change is seen in the employees’ view of their responsibilities when the work
environment is one where concern and love is a part of the organization’s values (Ulrich
& Woodson, 2011).
Maximizing employee potential. The idea that people are capable of doing
amazing things is at the foundation of maximizing employee potential. The appropriate
motivation, support, and at times pressure is needed to reach the individual’s abilities.
Employees who are challenged, encouraged, and supported within the workplace are able
to move beyond what they learn and accomplish significantly more for themselves and
the organization (Crowley, 2011). A leader excels in an organization when the
employees’ potential is maximized and when members of the team are in a continual
cycle of expanding their own capabilities (Crowley, 2011).
Definition of maximizing employee potential. Maximizing employee potential is
igniting emotional drivers by promoting human well-being while proactively
strengthening, teaching, and building people toward high achievement (Burnett & Lisk,
2019; Crowley, 2011; Lisk, 2020).
Igniting emotional drivers. An important element of employee development,
engagement, and satisfaction is igniting emotional drivers (Lyndon, Rawat, & Pawar,
2021). When positive emotional drivers are ignited, employees feel a connection and that
connection leads to increased positive feelings toward the organization and those they
work with (Lyndon et al., 2021; Reina, Rogers, Peterson, Byron, & Hom, 2018). The
more positive the emotional drivers are experienced by the employee, the greater
influence on the employee’s feelings toward the job (Reina et al., 2018). The employees’
commitment motivated by igniting emotional drivers is rooted in understanding the
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employees’ values, ideals, and aspirations (Lyndon et al., 2021; Reina et al., 2018). This
motivation helps to improve sustainability, which allows the employee to continue to be
energized in the work (Xiong & King, 2015).
Promoting human well-being. It is a commonly accepted concept that humans
desire physical and emotional well-being, but the importance of leaders embracing this
concept and meeting the need is a newer idea (B. Brown, 2012; D’Souza & Gurin, 2016;
Maslow, 1943; McLeod, 2020; S. Smith, 2014). The principle of maximizing employee
potential is based upon an understanding that the need for employees to feel that they
belong and that they are well cared for is critical to human needs (B. Brown, 2012). It is
also this critical need, which results in mental and emotional health, that is improved, and
this improvement leads to an increase in engagement, a feeling of belonging, and
improved performance (B. Brown, 2012).
Strengthening and building people. An increase in an employee’s ability paired
with an increase in the desire for the work is a significant way to raise achievement of
employees (DiLiello & Houghton, 2006). Employees who grow confident in their own
ability and achievement serve to create unity within the team (Gallup, n.d.). This unity
helps increase the common goals of the team, which expands the accomplishments that
improve the entire organization (Gallup, n.d.). The connection between building a team
and increasing employee potential demonstrates how each of the principles are connected
and do not exist within a silo.
Valuing and honoring achievement. The concept of valuing and honoring
achievements of employees to provide motivation in the organization is an area that is of
upmost importance according to Crowley (2011). Employee achievement is increased
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when an employee understands what the leader expects and knows that when these
expectations are met, or exceeded, recognition will be given (Crowley, 2011). In heartled leadership, all employees who are meeting or exceeding standards are recognized,
which is in stark contrast to other reward systems in which only the top employees
receive recognition (Crowley, 2011). The concept of recognizing employees who meet
or exceed standards is the idea of a leader being able to identify talent and then further
develop the talent (Guskey, 2011).
Definition of valuing and honoring achievement. Valuing and honoring
achievements is praising, acknowledging, recognizing and appreciating positive
accomplishments as an expression of care through monetary and/or nonmonetary
rewards, which may lead to increased job satisfaction (Brun & Dugas, 2008; Crowley,
2011; Posamentier & Krulik, 2008; Tessema et al., 2013).
Praising and acknowledging achievement. Authenticating positive behavior of
an employee after the employee has completed a specific act or job is the concept of
praise and acknowledgement, which can be both verbal and nonverbal in nature (Long &
Shields, 2010). The extent to which the employer’s feedback impacts an employee is
largely linked to the quality of the relationship between the employer and employee
(Feys, Anseel, & Wille, 2013). In addition, when peers observe praise and
acknowledgement of their colleague, motivation is increased as the peer seeks to obtain
similar positive praise and feedback (Bandura, 1993). A tool that can provide significant
results is that of praise but only when applied in a manner that is meaningful to the
employee and is thoughtfully given by the employer (Blanchard, Stanford, & Witt, 2014).
Praise not only creates a positive environment but also creates a significant positive
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outcome to both the employee and the employer and is a free tool (Blanchard et al.,
2014). A key factor in job satisfaction and the success of the employee is self-efficacy
for employee (Bandura, 1993). When employees are enthusiastic about their work, they
are motivated to perform better, which leads to feeling successful (Bandura, 1993).
Praise and acknowledgement of an employee provides a great positive response (67%),
compared to an increase in pay (60%), which helps to solidify the importance of
acknowledging success of employees in order to increase success of an organization
(Dewhurst et al., 2009).
Recognizing and appreciating accomplishments. Recognizing and appreciating
positive accomplishments is the concept of communication, which values both the
individual and the individual’s achievements within a positive manner (Semmer, Meier,
& Beehr, 2016). Leary and Baumeister (2000) described the concept of recognition and
appreciation as regarding others as being both important and valuable. Additional terms
that may be used in the place of recognition within research are esteem,
acknowledgement, and respect (Cleary, Horsfall, O’Hara-Aarons, & Hunt, 2012; van
Quaquebeke & Eckloff, 2010; Wang, Zhu, Dormann, Song, & Bakker, 2020). The core
of recognition and appreciation of positive accomplishments is building an environment
where communication, esteem, acknowledgement, and respect toward both the individual
and the individual’s achievements are at the forefront (Pfister, Jacobshagen, Kälin, &
Semmer, 2020).
Monetary rewards. Monetary rewards are defined as base pay, merit pay, paid
incentives, commissions, bonuses, or benefits such as retirement and health
(Harunavamwe & Kenegoni, 2013). Monetary rewards can be a powerful factor in
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employee motivation and performance, but a reliance on these types of incentives can
lead to a reliance on transactional forms of leadership (Aguinis, Joo, & Gottfredson,
2013; Van Dijk et al., 2021). Monetary rewards can also serve an additional purpose
because they are what can help employees to purchase items that are desired (Robbins,
Odendaal & Roodt, 2003).
Increased job satisfaction. Employee productivity and increased commitment to
the organization is seen when the employees’ contributions to the organization is
recognized by the leader (Henryhand, 2009). Satisfaction in one’s job is linked to both
rewards and recognition received by the employer, regardless of the method of reward or
recognition (Grandey, Diefendorff, & Rupp, 2013). Formalized rituals or events that are
used as a way to improve satisfaction of employees is encouraged by Crowley (2011).
Exemplary District-Level Special Education Leadership
California district-level special education administrators are vital within the
educational field to support systems that will have desirable outcomes for students with
disabilities (Veale, 2010). In special education, strong leaders have the ability to make
decisions that are ethical; motivate staff members; create relationships with students,
staff, families, and the community; and have understanding how to provide teacher
support to increase retention of staff (Escarpio, 2008). Exemplary leadership is needed to
understand how to balance the needs of students with competing factors in funding,
staffing, and needs of all students while making decisions that are ethical and support
positive outcomes for students with disabilities (Frick, 2004; D. D. Smith et al., 2010).
Education services that are effective in supporting students depend on the district-level
special education administrator who will promote school culture that is inclusive, provide
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leadership in instruction, support collaboration and model how to be a collaborative
leader, manage processes, and build relationships (DiPaola et al., 2004). An exemplary
district-level special education administrator supports retention of quality special
education teachers and promotes a culture of inclusivity to increase positive outcomes for
students with disabilities while balancing the needs of all students with limited funding
sources (Billingsley, 2001; Jorgensen, 2018; Marchitello & Schiess, 2019; Nance &
Calabrese, 2009; D. D. Smith et al., 2010).
Summary
Building a highly engaged team, connecting on a personal level, maximizing
employee potential, and valuing and honoring achievements are the four principles that
form Crowley’s (2011) theoretical framework. Special education administrators are
tasked with using these four principles to lead students and staff and to use these
principles to make decisions that will impact students in a positive manner (Vogel, 2012).
The four principles of heart-led leadership are studied throughout literature, but the
specific combination of these four principles and their relationship to district-level special
education administrators is identified as the research gap. Identifying in what way and to
what extend exemplary district-level special education administrators utilize these four
principles in their work demonstrates a void in research literature. Even greater is a gap
in how the interplay of these four practices as they relate to special education
administrators is widely unstudied.
The literature review demonstrated the importance of heart-led leadership in
special education. The analysis indicates that special education is positively impacted by
exemplary district-level special education leadership that is aligned with the four
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principles of heart-led leadership identified in Crowley’s (2011) work. The four
principles of heart-led leadership include the following: building a highly engaged team,
connecting on a personal level, maximizing employee potential, and valuing and
honoring achievements. Research has indicated that the use of heart-led principles by
district-level special education administrators increases positive outcomes for students
and adults within the educational setting. The four principles are addressed individually
within research, but the specifics on how these four principles are implemented in
conjunction with each other is still an area that is underresearched and underdeveloped,
which is why there is an emphasis on the importance of this research and similar research
into heart-led leadership.
Synthesis Matrix
For the study, a synthesis matrix (Appendix A) was developed and used by the
researcher to review and organize the key variables presented in the literature. The
synthesis matrix enabled the researcher to review the literature and complete an
exhaustive study of the research as it relates to each aspect of the study. The information
in the matrix assisted the researcher in developing themes that were meaningful and
identifying gaps within the research. The matrix ensured that information was organized
in a format that was clear and meaningful for the reader.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Chapter III provides an overview of the study methodology. McMillan and
Schumacher (2010) indicated that the methodology section of a dissertation “indicates the
research design, subjects, instruments, interventions, and procedures used in the study”
(p. 29). Methodology delivers information to other researchers on how the study can be
replicated in the future (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The methodology for the study
was the qualitative research design of how district-level special education administrators
used heart-led principles to lead their staff toward extraordinary results. Qualitative
research is defined as the study of human concepts, opinions, and experiences as well as
the why behind these actions (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patten & Newhart, 2018;
Patton, 2015). The specific methodology applied to this study was the phenomenological
study.
This chapter begins with the purpose statement and research questions; then the
quantitative research design and a rational for the phenomenological study is given. The
population and sample are described next. This methodology chapter also describes the
process used by the researcher to develop the data collection instrument. The procedures
used to gather data from participants are detailed along with an explanation of the data
analysis procedures, which were used within this empirical study. The chapter concludes
with an explanation of the limitations of the study and a summary that outlines the
methodology used in the research study.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to describe how exemplary
district-level special education administrators lead from the heart using Mark Crowley’s
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four principles (building a highly engaged team, connecting on a personal level,
maximizing employee potential, and valuing and honoring achievements) to accomplish
extraordinary results in their organizations.
Research Questions
1. How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart
to accomplish extraordinary results by building a highly engaged team?
2. How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart
to accomplish extraordinary results by connecting on a personal level?
3. How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart
to accomplish extraordinary results by maximizing employee potential?
4. How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart
to accomplish extraordinary results by valuing and honoring achievements?
Research Design
According McMillan and Schumacher (2010), a phenomenological study
“describes the meanings of a lived experience” (p. 24). The phenomenological study
focuses on the human experience and how human beings make sense of their experiences.
The phenomenological study allows for reflection and analysis of these experiences
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The key question for a phenomenological study is
“What is the meaning, structure, and essence of the lived experience of this phenomenon
for this person or group of people” (Patton, 2015, p. 115). In particular, the researcher
studied district-level special education administrator’s lived experience and meaning of
how heart-led leadership related to their accomplishment of extraordinary results.
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According to Patton (2015), “What is important to know is what people
experience and how they interpret the world” (p. 106). The phenomenological study
allows the researcher to develop an understanding of the experiences of individuals as
well as an understanding of the individual’s interpretation of the meaning of these
experiences. As identified in previous sections, the accomplishment of extraordinary
results within special education is itself a phenomenon, and developing a deeper
understanding of the lived experiences of special education administrators and their
meaning of the implementation of heart-led leadership is of upmost importance.
The concept of exemplary district-level special education administrators supports
of inclusive classrooms while increasing employee retention and balancing limited
resources in order to yield extraordinary results for students with disabilities is a lived
experience, which warrants further analysis and understanding (Bakken & Obiakor, 2016;
Talbott et al., 2016). The researcher studied one aspect of this lived experience: the
specific ways in which district-level special education administrators implement and use
Crowley’s (2011) four principles of heart-led strategies to understand the specific
experiences and actions of the district-level special education administrators in relation to
the leading from the heart framework. Based on this rationale, the phenomenological
study was aligned to answer the questions the researcher sought to explore during this
study.
The researcher considered narrative inquiry and ethnomethodology as other
possible methodologies. Narrative inquiry is used to interpret a story in order to
understand the culture it has created and what the story reveals about the person or the
world that the story came from (Patton, 2015). Although this methodology is appropriate
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to explore the story of the development of the exemplary district-level special education
administrator, it is not specific to explore their lived experiences, which have helped the
administrator accomplish extraordinary results based on heart-led leadership.
Ethnomethodology is used to understand activities, which occur every day, and how a
person makes sense of these activities in order to have a behavior that is deemed socially
acceptable (Patton, 2015). Although this study may have been appropriate in the
application of heart-led leadership, this methodology is used to make sense of the
everyday activity. The definition of exemplary leadership gives way to something
beyond the everyday activity.
Population
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) defined a population as “the total group for
which results can be generalized” (p. 129). The identified population for the study was
district-level special education administrators. A district-level special education
administrator is defined as an administrator who oversees the special education
department at the district level. Job titles that may be considered a district-level special
education administrator are as follows: assistant superintendent of student services,
assistant superintendent of instructional services, special education director, student
services director, program specialist, and program manager. According to the data from
the National Center for Education Statistics, there are 13,588 school districts within the
United States (National Center for Education Statistics, 2011).
Sample Frame
Creswell (2012) defined a sampling frame as individuals with a common
characteristic that the researcher is able to identify, which provides significance to the
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study. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) further defined the sampling frame as a subset
to the population of the study. They emphasized the importance of researchers to
“carefully define both the target population and the sampling frame” (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010, p. 129).
The sampling frame within a study is the total group of individuals that the
study’s sample could be selected from (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The sampling
frame for this study was narrowed to district-level special education administrators within
California who have successfully implemented inclusive practices, such as students with
disabilities spending the majority of their school day in the general education setting,
implementation of coteaching models, and decreases in number of students in segregated
classrooms, within their school districts. Within California, there are a total of 1,037
school districts (California Department of Education, n.d.). The total number of school
districts are represented by 346 unified school districts, 525 elementary school districts,
78 high school districts, and 88 school districts labeled as “other” (California Department
of Education, n.d.). Therefore, the target population for this study was district-level
special education administrators from 1,037 school districts within California.
Sample
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) defined a sample as a group of participants
who provide data within an identified target population. The researcher focused on a
population of exemplary district-level special education administrators within California.
Data obtained from the California Department of Education identified that there are 1,037
school districts in California. The sample included eight exemplary district-level special
education administrators within California. Exemplary district-level special education
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administrators in this study were leaders who demonstrated at least four of the following
criteria, the first two were required:
1. Evidence of caring for people in the organization
2. A minimum of 3 years of experience as an executive director
3. Evidence of extraordinary results
4. Articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings
5. Recognition by peers
6. Membership in professional association in their field
Figure 6 delineates the progression used to determine the sample of district-level special
education administrators for the study, illustrating the population, sampling frame, and
sample.
Sampling Procedure
The researcher implemented a nonprobability sampling for the study. A
nonprobability sampling does not include a random selection from the sample population
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). This sampling method was selected due to the
accessibility of exemplary special education administrators who met the defined
requirements of exemplary leaders. Within the nonprobability sampling, subjects may be
selected due to representing specific characteristics as defined by the study (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010).
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Figure 6. Population, sample frame, and sample.

The sampling method was nonprobability sampling. District-level special
education administrators were selected based on meeting the defined criteria of
exemplary leadership. District-level special education administrators were identified as
those who have increased the rates of inclusion of special education students as defined
by the California Department of Education (n.d.).
Instrumentation
A qualitative study uses a combination of interviews, observations, and/or
artifacts to collect relevant data to draw conclusions about the research topic (Patton,
2015). Within a qualitative study, the researcher collects data that demonstrate the view
of the participants through the form of descriptive words or images (Creswell & Poth,
2018; Patten, 2014). The data collected are analyzed to identify common themes, trends,
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or patterns (Patton, 2015). The inquiry model for data collection “includes collecting
quotes from people, verifying them, and contemplating what they mean” (Patton, 2015, p.
14). Phenomenological studies allow the researcher to develop an understanding of the
experiences of individuals as well as an understanding of the individual’s interpretation
of the meaning of these experiences (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
Interview Questions
Interview questions used within a study should be derived in a manner that does
not indicate bias and does not lead a participant in order to deliver a specific response
(Patton, 2015). The development of research questions should be done in a manner that
allows the research questions to be answered and the objective of the study to be reached
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The researcher in this study collaborated with a
thematic team of 14 researchers who conducted thematic research related to Crowley’s
(2011) heart-led leadership to develop research questions that were intended to answer
the team’s identified research questions. Each member of the thematic team played a role
in researching leadership theories and how heart-led principles were used to lead teams to
achieve extraordinary results. The research questions developed were open-ended to
allow the researcher to gather data among a variety of leadership roles within the
thematic study. Open-ended questions allow the respondent to provide responses that are
more personal and detailed (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). In this study, the nature of
the open-ended questions provided structure to maintain the focus of the research but also
allowed flexibility for the researcher to obtain data to analyze what was meaningful to the
study (Patton, 2015).
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Twelve questions were developed for the study. Each member of the thematic
team interviewed eight participants within the member’s specific leadership field of
study. The interview questions were designed to include three questions for each of
Crowley’s (2011) four principles of heart-led leadership (see Table 1). For each question
an optional probe was developed to ensure that sufficient data were collected in regard to
the heart-led leadership principles. General probes were also created to allow the
researcher to solicit detailed data from the participants. These general probes included,
“Can you tell me more about that” or “Please provide an example.”
Table 1
Interview Question Alignment With Study Variables
Variable

Interview question

Reference

Building a highly engaged
team

1–3

Crowley (2011); P. S. George &
Stevenson (1988); Rees, Alfes, &
Gatenby (2013); Senge, Lichtenstein, &
Kaeufer (2007)

Connecting on a personal
level

4–6

Brown (2015); Crowley (2011);
Hayward (2015); Maxwell (2010)

Maximizing employee
potential

7–9

Burnett & Lisk (2019); Crowley (2011)

Valuing and honoring
achievement

10–12

Crowley (2011); Brun & Dugas (2008);
Tessema, Ready, & Embaye (2013);
Posamentier & Krulik (2008)

Interview Protocol
An interview protocol is specific guidelines that the researcher follows, which
allows open dialogue with the participant while minimizing potential for either unclear or
biased data collection (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Participants in the study completed an
informed consent form (Appendix B), which was signed electronically and returned to
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the researcher prior to the start of the interview process. Participants in the study were
also provided with definitions of the principles used in the study prior to the interview
(Appendix C), along with UMass Global University Institutional Review Board
(UMIRB) Participant’s Bill of Rights (Appendix D), and the notice that the interview
would be recorded. At the start of each interview, the participant was again provided a
digital copy of the same documents and was asked to verbally consent to the recording of
the interview.
The researcher followed a script that was developed by the thematic team to
ensure that a common interview protocol was used among all thematic researchers
(Appendix E). The interview protocol included an introduction, an explanatory statement
of the purpose of the study, informed consent for recording, the interview questions, and
the optional interview probes. Interviews were conducted through Zoom, which included
a video and audio recording. The interview was transcribed through the use of Zoom
software to be used for data analysis and coding for themes. Participants were provided
copies of their transcribed interviews.
Field Testing
Pilot testing for the interviews was conducted by the thematic team of 14
researchers. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) stated that pilot testing is an essential part
of the research process in order to confirm that necessary changes are made to the
instrument prior to research and to confirm that the instrument being developed by the
researchers accurately portray the research questions and purpose statement.
A field test is conducted by researchers to evaluate the interview process for
clarity and to evaluate the interview process for potential bias (McMillan & Schumacher,
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2010). The field test was conducted by each of the 14 researchers within the thematic
group. Each member of the team conducted one field-test interview and then the team
met to discuss the outcome of the field-test interviews and to determine whether
adjustments were needed. Based upon the feedback provided from the field tests, two of
the eight interview questions were altered.
Researcher as an Instrument of the Study
In qualitative research, the researcher becomes an instrument of the study. Patton
(2015) stated that when a researcher spends time in a study, the researcher begins to make
observations of the activities as well as the interactions within the study. For this study,
the researcher conducted all participant interviews and participated in all necessary data
collection methods of the study. Upon completion of interviews, the researched provided
each participant with the transcripts of the interview to confirm the accuracy and intent of
the gathered interview information. At the time of this study, the researcher worked in
the field of special education for over 7 years and had worked in an educational
leadership role for 4 years. Additionally, the researcher has conducted over 100
interviews for hiring and investigations as a part of her leadership role and her
responsibilities.
Validity
To ensure the credibility of a measurement tool, validity and reliability are
essential (Vakili & Jahangiri, 2018). When a measurement tool or an instrument is
appropriate, it provides the researcher with the data needed to answer the research
questions (Deng & Gomer, 2018). The validity of a study is determined by how well the
instrument used in the study reflects a measure that is accurate to what the instrument is
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designed to measure. In this study, the instrument was the interviews alongside the
coding and analysis of the interviews, and the interviews measured how exemplary
leaders use Crowley’s (2011) four principles of heart-led leadership to produce
extraordinary results. Validity in this study was strengthened due to the thematic group
research preparation and more specifically through the use of three specific strategies:
field-study process, multimethod strategy, and participant review.
Field-Study Process
The field-study process is a strategy designed to increase validity of a study. The
interview protocol and interview questions were designed as a thematic team, which
increased the validity of the study (Kimberlin & Winterstein, 2008). The instrument
underwent multiple reviews by the team, and the interview questions and protocols were
field-tested 18 times. The researchers and expert observers provided feedback from the
field test, and in addition, feedback was received from the field-test participants, which
further led to the instrument’s validity.
Multimethod Strategy
Multimethod strategies are used to ensure that the same information is seen
through multiple perspectives through the use of observations and artifacts, which are in
addition to interviews (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). This strategy helps to ensure
that the data are reviewed and analyzed in multiple ways. The researcher in this study
attempted to use the multimethod strategy to triangulate the data. Because of COVID-19,
observations were limited due to district policies that restricted visitor access to schools.
The researcher had to rely on the use of artifacts to ensure that the data collected from
interviews were the sole method of data collection in this study.
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Participant Review
The last strategy to increase the validity of the research was through the use of
participant review. Participants were invited to review the transcript of their interviews
and provide any modification needed to the transcript document. This strategy is a
critical step to ensure that the data analyzed from the interviews are accurate
representation of the participants’ thoughts (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The data
collected were analyzed for themes once the participant review was received.
Reliability
Reliability is evidence of the stability of research outcomes and findings over
time, which denotes that a research instrument is reliable when a study can be replicated
by using the same research methods (Vakili & Jahangiri, 2018). A study is successful
when it is based on documenting the reliable and consistent instrument outcomes. Vakili
and Jahangiri (2018) further explained that “validity is basically associated with the
accuracy and reliability of the obtained scores in a measurement tool, which is
conventionally known as the ‘holy trinity,’ including content validity, construct validity,
and validity of criteria” (p. 108). Patton (2015) stated that the researcher must be “aware
of a deal with selective perceptions, personal biases, and theoretical predispositions . . .
evaluators and researchers depend on their integrity and credibility” (p. 58). The
researcher in this study used the same interview script, protocol, and questions for all
eight interviews to establish reliability.
Intercoder/Interrater Reliability
Patton (2015) defined intercoder or interrater reliability as the method of
researchers blindly coding data in the same order to ensure that coding is consistent
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across researchers. Patton further noted that it is appropriate to check for reliability via
interrater reliability when “all participants are asked the same questions, in the same
order, and the data are coded all at once at the end of the data collection period” (p. 667).
When determination of codes is agreed upon by multiple researchers, the reliability of the
data are increased (Creswell & Poth, 2018). For this study, a peer researcher reviewed
10% of the data and yielded the standard 80% agreement among researchers coding the
data as well as identifying the themes, which were specified in the literature (Creswell &
Poth, 2018).
Data Collection
The objective of data collection is to gather data that are related to experiences or
events from the perspective of the participant who is being interviewed (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010). Because of this, data collection becomes a critical aspect within a
phenomenological study. The structure of the qualitative study includes the researcher
gaining permission from the participants of the study, conducting qualitative interviews,
which are meaningful, recording the interviews and accurately transcribing the
information, and preparing to respond to issues that may arise in the process (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). For this study, the researcher interviewed eight district-level special
education administrators within California. Because of restrictions related to COVID-19,
the interviews took place via the virtual platform Zoom. Observations were limited due
to safety protocols, which led to interviews and artifacts being the data collected for
research.
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Ethical Considerations and IRB
Research conducted within UMass Global University is required to obtain
approval from the UMIRB. IRB is a standard of practice of all university systems in the
United States as a means to ensure that research is ethical and research subjects are
assured that their data are confidential and safe (Creswell, 2005; Patton, 2002). Creswell
and Plano Clark (2011) stated that
permission needs to be sought from multiple individuals and levels in
organizations, such as individuals in charge of sties, from people providing the
data . . . and from campus based institutional review boards (IRBs) to collect data
from individuals and sites. (p. 8)
The researcher in this study adhered to the university guidelines to maintain the research
participants’ confidentiality. The researcher submitted a proposal for the study for
review by the UMIRB, which certified that the study was designed to protect the
participants and maintain confidentiality. The board is made up of UMass Global faculty
members who review research proposals submitted to determine whether there are ethical
concerns within the study. An application for IRB Approval of Research Protocol to the
UMIRB was submitted in the fall of 2021, and the approval from the IRB was received
and can be found in Appendix F. Prior to the start of the interviews, each participant
received an informed consent document (Appendix B) and a Participant’s Bill of Rights
document (Appendix D).
Interview Process
The data collection practices used were carefully reviewed and followed
throughout the data collection process. Prior to the scheduled interviews, each participant
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for the study received documents related to the interview. These documents included the
definitions of key variables and the UMIRB Research Participant’s Bill of Rights. These
documents were provided as email attachments 7 days prior to the scheduled interview.
By providing the documents prior to the interview, the researcher ensured that the
participants clearly understood the purpose of the research as well as an understanding of
the informed consent document as a participant in the study.
Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, all interviews were conducted through the use of
the Zoom platform. The interview began with the researcher introducing herself and
introducing the purpose of the research. Verbal consent to record the interview was
obtained and a reminder of the consent documents was completed. The consent
documents were provided to the participant prior to the interview. The researcher spent
approximately 60 min to conduct each interview.
The interview questions were semistructured and open-ended and enabled the
researcher to probe for clarification and deeper understanding (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). To ensure anonymity, each participant was assigned an identification number in
place of using the participants’ names. The interviews were conducted via Zoom and
were electronically stored and transcribed through the Zoom application. The interview
transcripts were electronically stored and were accessed through password entry. The
participants were provided with a draft of the interview transcript to verify for accuracy
and provide edits, clarification, or elaboration. Once the transcripts were verified,
corrected, and finalized, the record and any hard copies of the interviews are held for 3
years from the conclusion of the study and then permanently shredded and destroyed.
Demographic information is recorded in Chapter IV, results of the study.
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Artifacts
Artifacts were collected and analyzed in the study to “describe people’s
experience, knowledge, actions, and values” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 361).
Within qualitative research, documents can be collected that are identified as personal or
official. These documents must be related to the variables defined in the study. Official
documents may include newsletters, articles, emails, reports, proposals, or policies
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Personal documents may include letters, notes,
planners or calendars, or photos (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Because all
interviews were virtual and observations were limited, the researcher requested that each
interview participants provide documents that would demonstrate their use of the
variables that were discussed in the interview. For this study, personal documents
included calendars, personal notes, and letters. Professional documents included meeting
agendas, meeting minutes, memos, newsletters, and policies.
Data Analysis
Accurate analysis of data is essential to the integrity of the findings of the study
(Patton, 2015). In this qualitative phenomenological study, qualitative data analysis
techniques were used to understand and describe the phenomenon from people’s lived
experiences (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). McMillan and Schumacher (2010)
defined inductive analysis as “moving from specific data to general categories or
patterns” (p. 367). In qualitative analysis, the researcher must take data and code the data
in a manner that will allow the researcher to identify themes and trends that are related to
the variables that are being studied so that the researcher can interpret that data in a
meaningful manner (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Patten, 2014; Patton, 2015).

82

According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), the most significant benefit to
qualitative research is the narrative account, which is captured through the use of
interviews. The use of the Zoom platform allowed the researcher to transcribe interview
data through the use of the application. Data from eight semistructured interviews were
collected, transcribed, and reviewed for accuracy. The participants of the study were sent
the interview transcript to ensure the accuracy of the interview. Researcher notes that
were taken during interviews and artifact data were organized.
The eight semistructured open-ended interviews of identified exemplary districtlevel special education administrators was captured as the core data for this study.
Artifacts collected from the same identified participants were used to triangulate the data
and to provide support to the themes identified. The data were coded based on the four
key variables of heart-led leadership. The coding for the themes and frequency of
references to the themes were conducted through the use of NVivo, which helped to
support identifying and grouping themes in alignment with the research questions. Codes
and themes were captured within a frequency table to verify that multiple occurrences
were considered. The number of occurrences of a given score within a data set indicates
the frequency (Creswell, 2014). A frequency table organized and condensed the data
through a series of scores, which expressed the order of high to low and included
frequencies and score occurrences within the data set (Creswell, 2014). In this study, the
frequency tables were used for the themes that were developed from the coding. The
researcher was then able to see which of the themes were more prevalent that led to the
determination of the findings. The identified themes and their frequency are reported in
the narrative and the tables in Chapter IV.
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Limitations
There are limitations in all research studies. Limitations in research are the
factors that may impact the study and can cause issues to arise within the data or the
ability to generalize the findings (Salkind, 2011). Limitations within a study are the
factors that the researcher has minimal or no control over (Salkind, 2011). Because of
the qualitative study being based on interviews of participants, the researcher must look
at the potential for limitations within the field of research as well as the interpretation and
triangulation of the resulting data. There were four limitations in this study: time and
distance, virtual interviews, researcher bias, and the sample size. The following
subsections explore the limitations in detail.
Time and Distance
Time is a limiating factor when collecting qualitative data. Participants were
engaged in an hour-long interview, which could lead to leaving out relevant information
to the study. Exemplary district-level special education administrators are consumed
with their day-to-day tasks and have limited time in their schedules. As a result, the
availability to schedule interviews was a limitating factor to the study. This study took
place within California and limited the vastness of nationwide responses that may be
relevant to the study. The study was limited to the generalized findings of public schools
within the sample population.
Virtual Interviews
The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in requirements that all interviews take
place through the use of a virtual platform. Though the interviews conducted yielded
meaningful data related to key variables, there were limitations within virtual interviews.
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The ability to build rapport between the researcher and the participant was challenging in
a virtual format as compared to a face-to-face interaction. In addition, COVID-19
protocols in place did not allow the researcher to gather data through observation of the
district-level special education administrators in order to see heart-led leadership in
person. This limitation was mitigated through the collection of artifacts that were
provided by the participants to provide examples of their heart-led leadership.
Researcher Bias
Patten and Newhart (2018) asserted that researcher bias can be a considerable
factor limiting qualitative research studies. Researchers interpret interview data by using
their perceptions and their understanding of the interview experience. The purpose of the
interviews was to gather the lived experience of each district-level special education
administrator regarding the heart-led practices that are used within their district and
teams. Precautions were taken to reduce researcher bias by the use of subjectivity and
including personal assumptions. Patton (2015) stated,
The credibility of qualitative methods, therefore, hinges to a great extent on the
skill, competence, and rigor of the person doing the fieldwork—as well as the
things going on in a person’s life that might prove to be a distraction. (p. 22)
It was vital that the researcher acknowledge the perspectives that she brought into the
study because she was a district-level special education administrator during the time of
the study.
Sample Size
The sample size was an additional limitation to this study. Eight district-level
special education administrators were interviewed and surveyed for this study. The
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sample size was appropriate for the qualitative study, but because of the small sample
size, it did limit the ability of the researcher to generalize the findings. Patton (2015)
stated that research studies that have a larger sample size are more likely to have findings
that provide data that can be used within real-world situations.
Summary
Chapter III discussed the methodological elements of the qualitative
phenomological study. The alignment of the study and the methodology was conveyed
through a review of the purpose statement and research questions as well as through an
examination of data collection and analysis. The research design, population, sample,
and instrumentation were reviewed in this chapter. In additiona, the validity and
reliabilty of the study were covered. The collection and analysis procedures for data
gathered from interviews were explained in detail within the chapter. Limitations of the
study were reviewed and discussed. Through the combined efforts of the peer
researchers in this study, the outcomes and findings of how district-level special
education administrators use heart-led leadership principles as described by Crowley
(2011) in the book Lead From the Heart, as well as the strategies used by the districtlevel special education administrators used to support these principles to lead their team
toward extraordinary combined efforts provided information that future studies can use to
reproduce this research. These outcomes and findings are discussed in Chapter IV.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Overview
This qualitative phenomenological study explored the lived experiences of
district-level special education administrators in using heart-led leadership strategies to
lead their teams to extraordinary results (Crowley, 2011). As part of a thematic study, 14
peer researchers and five faculty advisors determined that the most appropriate design for
the study would be through a phenomenological design (Patton, 2015). This design was
determined as the best approach because a nonexperimental and descriptive approach
best compiles the lived encounters of the district-level special education administrators
(Patton, 2015). Each peer researcher interviewed a minimum of eight exemplary leaders
who lead from the heart using Crowley’s (2011) four principles of heart-led leadership
(building a highly engaged team, connecting on a personal level, maximizing employee
potential, and valuing and honoring achievements) to lead their teams to extraordinary
results. To ensure thematic consistency, the team collaborated to create the purpose
statement, research questions, definitions, interview questions, and study procedures.
Chapter IV begins with a restatement of the purpose, the research questions, the
research methodology, and data collection procedures. Chapter IV also details the
population, sampling frame, and sample used for the study as well as demographic data.
The chapter presents an analysis of the data, which considers the research question, and
an overall summary of the chapter.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to describe how exemplary
district-level special education administrators lead from the heart using Mark Crowley’s
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four principles (building a highly engaged team, connecting on a personal level,
maximizing employee potential, and valuing and honoring achievements) to accomplish
extraordinary results in their organizations.
Research Questions
1. How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart
to accomplish extraordinary results by building a highly engaged team?
2. How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart
to accomplish extraordinary results by connecting on a personal level?
3. How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart
to accomplish extraordinary results by maximizing employee potential?
4. How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart
to accomplish extraordinary results by valuing and honoring achievements?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
The researcher used a qualitative research design with a phenomenological
inquiry framework to study the lived experiences of district-level special education
administrators in the use of heart-led leadership strategies to lead their teams to
extraordinary results (Crowley, 2011). Data for this study were collected through oneon-one interviews of nine district-level special education administrators.
The interview protocol consisted of 12 semistructured open-ended questions,
which were designed by the peer researcher team with support of faculty advisors.
Participants in the study were also provided with definitions of the principles used in the
study prior to the interview (Appendix C), along with UMIRB Participant’s Bill of Rights
(Appendix D), and the notice that the interview would be recorded. At the start of each
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interview, the participant was again provided a digital copy of the same documents and
asked to verbally consent to the recording of the interview.
Prior to beginning the data collection process, the researcher completed the
National Institutes of Health’s (NIH) web-based training course on human subject
research for social-behavioral-educational researchers (Appendix G). The researcher
applied for and received approval from the UMIRB, or IRB (Appendix F). IRB is
considered a standard of practice of all university systems in the United States as a means
to ensure that research is ethical and research subjects are assured that their data are
confidential and safe (Creswell, 2005; Patton, 2002). All guidelines on maintaining
confidentiality of the participants, which are set forth by the university, were adhered to
by the researcher.
The researcher scheduled the interviews via the use of Zoom, and each participant
was emailed preinterview information (Appendix C), the interview informed consent
form (Appendix B), and the Research Participant’s Bill of Rights (Appendix D).
Interviews were conducted through Zoom, which included a video and audio recording,
and transcribed through the use of Zoom software to be used for data analysis and coding
for themes. Participants were provided copies of their transcribed interviews.
The interview protocol was used by the researcher to conduct the interviews, and
probing questions were used as needed to elicit further detail. The researcher transcribed
the digital audio recordings, each lasted between 40 and 60 min in length, and provided
each participant with a transcript of the interview to review for accuracy. To support the
data collected through interviews, participants were asked for artifacts that would
demonstrate their use of the variables that were discussed in the interview. For this
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study, personal documents included calendars, personal notes, and letters. Professional
documents included meeting agendas, meeting minutes, memos, newsletters, and
policies.
Interrater Reliability
Initial reliability of the study was used by the team of peer researchers by the
development of one instrument and reading the interview script to each participant.
Patton (2015) further noted that it is appropriate to check for reliability via interrater
reliability when “all participants are asked the same questions, in the same order, and the
data are coded all at once at the end of the data collection period” (p. 667).
When determination of codes is agreed upon by multiple researchers, the
reliability of the data is increased (Creswell & Poth, 2018). For this study, a peer
researcher reviewed the coding of one interview, which was equal to approximately 11%
of the interview data, and yielded the standard 80% agreement among researchers coding
the data as well as identifying the themes that are specified in the literature (Creswell &
Poth, 2018).
Population
McMillian and Schumacher (2010) defined a population as “the total group for
which results can be generalized” (p. 129). The population for this study was districtlevel special education administrators. A district-level special education administrator is
defined as an administrator who oversees the special education department at the districtlevel. Job titles that may be considered a district-level special education administrator are
as follows: assistant superintendent of student services, assistant superintendent of
instructional services, special education director, student services director, program
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specialist, and program manager. Based on data from the National Center for Education
Statistics (2011), there are 13,588 school districts within the United States, which equates
to approximately 13,588 district-level special education administrators.
Sample Frame
Creswell (2012) defined a sampling frame as individuals with a common
characteristic that the researcher is able to identify and that provides significance to the
study. McMillian and Schumacher (2010) further defined the sampling frame as a subset
to the population of the study. They emphasized the importance of researchers to
“carefully define both the target population and the sampling frame” (McMillian &
Schumacher, 2010, p. 129). The sampling frame for this study was narrowed to districtlevel special education administrators within California who have successfully
implemented inclusive practices, such as students with disabilities spending the majority
of their school day in the general education setting, implementation of coteaching
models, and decreases in number of students in segregated classrooms within their school
districts. Data from the California Department of Education (2020) shows that there are
1,037 school districts. This total represents 346 unified school districts, 525 elementary
school districts, 78 high school districts, and 88 school districts labeled as “other”
(California Department of Education, 2020). Therefore, the target population for this
study was district-level special education administrators from 1,037 school districts
within California.
According to Patton (2015), “Purposeful samples should be judged according to
the purpose and rationale of the study” (p. 311). The purpose of the research was to
describe how district-level special education administrators use Crowley’s (2011) four
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principles of leading from the heart (building a highly engaged team, connecting on a
personal level, maximizing employee potential, and valuing and honoring achievements)
to lead their teams toward extraordinary results. Patton (2015) stated, “Determining your
final sample size is a matter of intellectual judgment based on the logic of making
meaningful comparisons, developing and testing your explanations” (p. 311). The peer
researchers and the faculty advisors for this study determined that the sample size of at
least eight participants allowed for the collection of data that would lead to meaningful
conclusions. Figure 6 (repeated here for ease of reference) delineates the progression
used to determine the sample of district-level special education administrators for the
study, illustrating the population, sampling frame, and sample.

Figure 6. Population, sample frame, and sample.
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Sampling Procedure
The researcher implemented nonprobability sampling for the study. A
nonprobability sampling does not include a random selection from the sample population
(McMillian & Schumacher, 2010). This sampling method was selected due to the
accessibility of exemplary special education administrators who met the defined
requirements of exemplary leaders. Within the nonprobability sampling, subjects may be
selected due to representing specific characteristics as defined by the study (McMillian &
Schumacher, 2010). The researcher contacted participants who were known to the
researcher and who were recommended by superintendents and Special Education Local
Plan Area (SELPA) directors. The participants who were selected demonstrated at least
four of the following criteria; the first two were required:
1. Evidence of caring for people in the organization
2. A minimum of 3 years of experience as a district-level special education
administrator
3. Evidence of extraordinary results
4. Articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings
5. Recognition by peers
6. Membership in professional association in their field
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Table2 delineates how the participants met the established criteria for participation.
Table 2
Study Participant Criteria
Participant
Criteria

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Evidence of caring for people in the
organization

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

A minimum of 3 years experiences
as a district-level special education
administrator

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

Evidence of extraordinary results

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

Articles, papers, or materials written,
published, or presented at
conferences or association meetings

√

√

√

√

Recognition by peers

√

√

√

√

√

Membership in professional
association in their field

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

Presentation and Analysis of Data
The researcher’s notes and the participants’ responses were included in the
analysis of data in conjunction with the key data of the interview transcripts. The data
were coded and evaluated for analysis and findings, which are presented in this chapter.
Interviews were transcribed using a digital transcription service, Temi, and reviewed and
edited by the researcher. All interview participants received their transcripts to review
for accuracy prior to conducting the coding process.
Data Analysis
In phenomenological research, the gathering of qualitative data is followed by an
analysis of the data. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) defined this analysis process as
moving the data into categories and identifying patterns. The researcher then identifies

94

codes and themes to interpret the data in a meaningful way (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Patton, 2015). The first step was for the researcher to read the interview transcripts
multiple times and to review the artifacts collected. The researcher read the notes taken
during the interviews to gain a more in-depth view of the interviews. Categories were
developed for each research question, which led to the development of codes.
The qualitative software NVivo was used to complete the coding of the data. The
NVivo platform allowed the researcher to identify themes across the significant amounts
of data, which was necessary for a qualitative data analysis (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). At the completion of the coding process, themes were developed based on the
frequency they were mentioned across the nine participants as well as the number of
times mentioned by each participant. The themes were identified for each research
question, and major themes were identified that were present within each of the
individual heart-led leadership principles.
Deductive and inductive approaches were used by the researcher for coding.
Within the inductive approach, the data are reviewed, and the researcher searches for
patterns, which develop into themes (Patton, 2015). The deductive approach analyzes the
data with an existing theory or preconceived theme that is anticipated in the data based on
prior knowledge (Patton, 2015). The research and interview questions were aligned to
Crowley’s (2011) four principles of heart-led leadership, which led to the data being
categorized based on the preconceived principles of the research questions. The
researcher coded the data first by participant and then by each research question to
address each of the four research questions. The data from the nine interviews were then
incorporated into frequency tables so that the researcher could identify the frequency of
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each code based on the participants’ responses. The artifacts collected were an additional
source of data, which were coded into the frequency tables.
Validity
Validity and reliability is essential to ensure that the measurement tool is credible
(Vakili & Jahangiri, 2018). An appropriate measurement tool or instrument provides the
researcher with the data that are needed to answer the presented research questions (Deng
& Gomer, 2018). The validity of a study, in the case of this study, the interviews,
alongside the coding and analysis of the interviews were determined by how well the
instrument used in the study was accurate to what the instrument was designed to
measure. In this study, the instrument used was interviews in conjunction with coding
and analysis of the interview data to measure how exemplary leaders use Crowley’s
(2011) four principles of heart-led leadership to produce extraordinary results. Validity
was strengthened in this study due to the thematic group’s research preparation combined
with the support of five faculty member advisors. Within the thematic group, members
collaborated to develop the instrument, complete field studies, and review the field-study
outcomes to improve the research tool.
Reliability
Reliability is evidence of the stability of research outcomes and findings over
time, which denotes that a research instrument is reliable when a study can be replicated
by using the same research methods (Vakili & Jahangiri, 2018). Within qualitative
research, it is vital that the results of the research are consistent. Vakili and Jahangiri
(2018) further explained that “validity is basically associated with the accuracy and
reliability of the obtained scores in a measurement tool, which is conventionally known
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as the ‘holy trinity,’ including content validity, construct validity, and validity of criteria”
(p. 108). To establish reliability within the research, all interview participants were asked
the same interview questions, which were presented in the same order with the same
background information presented to each participant. In addition, a peer research with
experience in qualitative research at the doctoral level reviewed 11% of the data to
compare the coding and themes developed by the researcher and yielded the standard
80% agreement among researchers coding the data (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
General Findings
To ensure consistency in data collection, all nine district-level special education
administrators were asked the same 12 questions in the same order. The researcher
developed a frequency analysis, aligned with the four research questions, using the
qualitative software NVivo. For a theme to be included in the findings of this study, the
theme needed to have been mentioned by a minimum of seven of the nine participants
and have a frequency mention of 20 or higher. The frequency mentions were high for
nine interviews, and this was due to the multiple examples given and the repetitive
concepts that the participants provided throughout the nine interviews. Each mention or
example was counted in the frequency count; therefore, a single participant was able to
provide multiple examples within a single item in a theme.
From the analysis, 13 themes emerged. The first theme mentioned across all four
research questions was recognition of the work. The other 12 themes fell within a
specific research question with three themes for each research question of building highly
engaged teams, connecting on a personal level, maximizing employee potential, and
valuing and honoring achievements.
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The data were analyzed and reported by research questions. Each research
question was aligned to one of the four principles of heart-led leadership. Throughout the
nine interviews, questions that were asked in relation to one principle often solicited
responses that were coded under a different principle. This overlap of the participants’
interpretation and understanding of the principles as these were implemented in their
leadership practice was a finding in itself. Interview participants stated comments such
as, “This is an overlap from earlier” (Participant 4) or “I commented on this earlier”
(Participant 5), or “These questions are very similar” (Participant 9), which demonstrated
the overlap of the four heart-led principles within the practice of exemplary special
education leaders. Figure 7 demonstrates the frequency of participants mentioning
specific practices as they aligned to each of the four principles of heart-led leadership and
the four research questions.

Valuing and
Honoring
Achievement
26%
Maximizing
Employee
Potential
23%

Building a Highly
Engaged Team
27%

Connecting on a
Personal Level
24%

Building a Highly Engaged Team

Connecting on a Personal Level

Maximizing Employee Potential

Valuing and Honoring Achievement

Figure 7. Frequency of response to each principle.
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As Figure 7 demonstrates, the four principles were addressed equally by each of
the participants. Figure 8 demonstrates the frequency of each theme as spoken by
participants. The overall principle of building a highly engaged team was the most
frequently mentioned principle representing 27% of the total responses from all
participants. Valuing and honoring achievements was the second most frequently
mentioned principle with 26% of the responses from all participants. Connecting on a
personal level was mentioned in 24% of the responses from all participants, and
maximizing employee potential was mentioned in 23% of the responses from all
participants.

Building Highly Engaged Teams
●
●
●

Connecting on a Personal Level
Maximize Employee Potential
Value and Honor Achievements

Figure 8. Frequencies by themes.

99

Data by Research Questions
Research Question 1: Building Highly Engaged Teams
The first research question asked, “How do exemplary district-level special
education administrators lead from the heart to accomplish extraordinary results by
building a highly engaged team?”
Three themes emerged in the area of building highly engaged teams:
identification of right people for the right positions, identification and understanding of
the “why,” and putting students at the forefront. Table 3 shows the frequency of mention
of these themes in interviews and in the artifacts collected.
Table 3
Research Question 1 Frequency of Themes in Interviews and Artifacts
Frequency
Theme

Interview
mentions

Artifact
references

Number of
sources

% of
respondents

Total
references

RQ 1: How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart to
accomplish extraordinary results by building a highly engaged team
Identification of right
people for the right
positions

101

0

9

100

101

Identification and
understanding of the
“why”

28

2

7

78

30

Putting students at the
forefront

36

1

9

100

37

The first theme, identification of the right people for the right positions,
emphasized the importance of not only hiring people who are qualified for positions but
also hiring people who are qualified for the right positions, emphasizing the aspect of
relationships in the workplace. The manner of hiring the right people for the right
100

positions highlights that leaders understand the specific job assignments and the need for
professional development while selecting a specific employee within a specific manner
for collaborative work as a team (Crowley, 2011; Wheelan & Kesselring, 2005).
Brumback (1996) further discussed that a qualified employee in the wrong position can
have a negative impact on a team. This theme was represented in all nine participant
interviews with 101 frequency mentions. In total, the three themes, which make up
Research Question 1, represented 27% of the total frequency count in the study.
Participant 5 shared, “It’s about finding the right people, but also the right people in the
right seats.”
Subthemes identified within this theme were building capacity within the team
and hiring of highly motivated employees. Building capacity within the team represented
13% of the total frequency count for the study and 46% of the frequency count for
Research Question 1. Hiring of highly motivated employees represented 4% of the total
frequency count for the study and 14% of the frequency count for Research Question 1.
Table 4 shows the frequency of the subthemes for each of the identified themes that
represented the total frequency of that identified theme.
Building capacity within the team is done through building trust; working through
conflict; committing to a common goal; holding all members of the team accountable,
regardless of title; and paying attention to the results of the team (Lencioni, 2002).
Participant 7 shared, “My team has been successful in building trust and sustaining
engagement as we look at our growth as a team.” Participant 3 said, “Building a team is
hiring great talent and people that can work together. The work we do is hard, and it
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takes a team that is highly engaged in the work, but smart, and knows how to solve
problems together.”
Table 4
Themes for Research Question 1 With Subthemes From Interviews
Theme/
Number of
Frequency of
subtheme
participants
mention
RQ 1: How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart to
accomplish extraordinary results by building a highly engaged team
Theme: Identification of right people for right
9
101
positions
9
77
Subtheme: Building capacity within the team
7

24

7

30

8

12

8

18

9

37

Subtheme: A passion for special education

7

12

Subtheme: Student-centered

9

25

Subtheme: Hiring of highly motivated employees
Theme: Identification and understanding of the
“why”
Subtheme: Shared vision and goals
Subtheme: The “why” for choosing special
education
Theme: Putting students at the forefront

Creating an effective team starts with hiring the right employees based on the
needs of the team (Voss & Lake, 2021). The environment for the team is one that
nurtures the motivated employee as well as encourages and promotes success (Ruygrok,
2016). Hiring highly motivated people starts at the beginning of the hiring process.
Participant 2 stated, “It starts with the hiring process and making sure you get the most
energetic, talented, and committed people possible into your system.” Participant 1 said,
“You hire people are qualified and then you give them the opportunities to shine.”
The second theme identified in Research Question 1 was identification and
understanding of the “why.” This theme was mentioned 28 times in the interviews and
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found in two of the three artifacts analyzed. The subthemes found within this larger
theme included shared vision and goals and the “why” for choosing special education.
For a team to be effective, there must be a common vision that all members of the team
understand (Crowley, 2011). A group of employees who have a shared vision leads to
transformational change ((Bass, 1997; Kark et al., 2003). Employees who have a shared
vision feel engaged and connected to their work (Bass, 1997; Kark et al., 2003).
Participant 9 stated, “It is critical that there is a shared vision and that the vision is
transparent and it is repeated. And there’s a clarity around it.”
The subtheme of understanding the “why” a person chooses to be in the field of
special education was mentioned 18 times by eight of the nine participants. Taylor
(2020) noted that those who enter into special education do so to reach a goal that may
seem impossible. For those who choose special education, decisions that are made for a
child can impact that child’s future (Frick et al., 2013). Participant 3 stated, “I always ask
this one question in interview: ‘Did special education find you or did you find it?’ And
the answers to that question are very illustrative in terms of why folks are drawn to this
work in particular.” Participant 7 stated, “In special education, we have stories about
why we chose this career. That story is meaningful.”
The third theme identified in Research Question 1 is putting students at the
forefront. This theme was mentioned 36 times in the interviews and found in one of the
three artifacts. The subthemes found within this larger theme included a passion for
special education and student-centered. The special education teacher faces similar
responsibilities of the general education teacher with the addition of individualized
education plan (IEP) paperwork, attending meetings, creating of goals, and providing
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special education services to a wide range of student needs (Miller et al., 1999; Milligan
et al., 2012). Yet, those who enter the field of special education, and remain in the field,
display a passion for supporting students with disabilities and increasing positive
outcomes (D. D. Smith et al., 2010). Participant 3 stated, “This is hard work. It’s
intimate, it’s intense,” and Participant 8 stated, “Being in special education is serious, it’s
intense, and if not careful it will eat you alive. It takes a passion to be in that
environment.”
The subtheme of student-centered is at the forefront of special education. For
those in special education, they are entrusted with decisions that can affect the future of a
child (Frick et al., 2013). The decisions made by special education administrators and
special education teachers must put students first in order to make decisions about the
child (Vogel, 2012). This subtheme was mentioned 25 times by all nine participants.
Participant 2 stated, “It is always keeping the needs of the students front and center,” and
Participant 7 reiterated this by stating, “I’m student-centered, and I am going to do
whatever it takes to get to ensuring that we are serving our students the best way.”
Participant 1 exemplified the idea of student-centered by stated, “I will stand up and
argue for kids, whatever is best for kids,” and Participant 2 further notated that the job is
“Always keeping the needs of the students front and center.”
Research Question 2: Connecting on a Personal Level
The second research question asked, “How do exemplary district-level special
education administrators lead from the heart to accomplish extraordinary results by
connecting on a personal level?”
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The three themes that were identified for connecting on a personal level were
being vulnerable and admitting mistakes, creation of personal connections, and listening
to others with intent. Being vulnerable and admitting mistakes represented 9% frequency
for the study and 38% frequency for Research Question 2, creation of personal
connections represented 6% frequency for the study and 27% frequency for Research
Question 2, and listening to others with intent represented 8% frequency for the study and
35% frequency for Research Question 2. These themes reflected the ability of the leaders
to develop relationships with their team and create authentic connections, which
demonstrate love and care. Table 5 shows the frequency of mention of these themes in
interviews and in the artifacts collected.
Table 5
Research Question 2 Frequency of Themes in Interviews and Artifacts
Frequency
Theme

Interview
mentions

Artifact
references

Number of
sources

% of
respondents

Total
references

RQ 2: How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart to
accomplish extraordinary results by connecting on a personal level?
Being vulnerable and
admitting mistakes

55

0

7

78

55

Creation of personal
connections

37

2

8

89

39

Listening to others
with intent

48

2

8

89

50

The three major themes were supported by several subthemes, which contributed
to the overall larger theme of heart-led leadership. Table 6 shows the themes and
subthemes for Research Question 2.
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Table 6
Themes for Research Question 2 With Subthemes From Interviews
Theme/
subtheme

Number of
participants

Frequency of
mention

RQ 2: How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart to
accomplish extraordinary results by connecting on a personal level?
Theme: Being vulnerable and admitting mistakes

7

55

Subtheme: Being vulnerable through authenticity

7

40

Subtheme: Ownership of mistakes

7

15

8

39

Subtheme: Building trust

7

20

Subtheme: Making connections

8

19

8

50

Subtheme: Supportive listening

8

28

Subtheme: Being present for others

7

22

Theme: Creation of personal connections

Theme: Listening to others with intent

The first theme, being vulnerable and admitting mistakes, displayed the ability of
the leaders to share with their staff when they make mistakes and allowing this
vulnerability to be seen. Brown (2018) shared that when a leader is able to be vulnerable
with employees, love and concern is displayed for the employee. An example of this was
shared by Participant 5: “I think it’s really important to own my own mistakes and to be
vulnerable.” Another example of vulnerability came from Participant 3 when sharing
recent experiences they encountered in their own life: “Being vulnerable with the staff to
say what I was going through and share that, giving them some insight as to what was
going on for me.” Participant 9 shared that “Being vulnerable is what builds
relationships.”
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The second theme within Research Question 2 was the creation of personal
connections. Leadership must build strong and trusting relationships with multiple
stakeholders (Obiakor, 2017). The leader in a school is not only responsible for building
relationships with staff but also plays a significant role in creating conditions that
develops the relationships between others (Harris, 2004). A quality relationship between
employer and employee can impact the feedback received by an employee and how it is
used toward the employee’s success in a positive manner (Feys et al., 2013). Participant
4 further reiterated this idea by stating, “Building relationships with staff is like building
relationships with students; it is the only way you are going to have them be successful;
you have to be able to build those connections and create relationships.” Participant 7
discussed that building relationships starts with “getting to know your team and their
families, getting to know what’s important to them.”
The third theme for Research Question 3 was listening to others with intent. The
art of listening to one another creates genuine connections and is demonstrated through
showing concern (Shaw, 1997; Tehan, 2007). True leadership is shown through listening
to employees that creates a connection with the employee (Tehan, 2007). Participant 2
stated that listening with intent is “being present in the moment” and “being able to listen
and change the course of your direction.” Participant 3 stated that listening is “really
paying attention” and “listening for what’s going on,” and Participant 9 stated that “you
listen and then you are responsive. There is a difference between listening and being
supportive and then being responsive.” The idea of listening to others with intent was
solidified when Participant 7 discussed listening to provide support to an employee: “I
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just spent a lot of time listening and reflecting back about her pain, not being afraid of her
pain, but being there for her when she needed it.”
Research Question 3: Maximizing Employee Potential
The third research question asked, “How do exemplary district-level special
education administrators lead from the heart to accomplish extraordinary results by
maximizing employee potential?”
Exemplary district-level special education administrators reported three themes
aligned with maximizing employee potential. The first theme, building capacity within
the team, represented 5% frequency for the study and 24% frequency for Research
Question 3. The second theme, recognizing accolades and challenges, represented 8%
frequency for the study and 34% frequency for Research Question 3. The last theme,
providing support to increase success, represented 10% frequency for the study and 43%
frequency for Research Question 3. Table 7 shows the frequency of these themes in both
interviews and artifacts.
Table 7
Research Question 3 Frequency of Themes in Interviews and Artifacts
Frequency
Theme

Interview
mentions

Artifact
references

Number of
sources

% of
respondents

Total
references

RQ 3: How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart to
accomplish extraordinary results by maximizing employee potential?
Building capacity
within the team

32

1

9

100

33

Recognizing accolades
and challenges

45

2

7

78

47

Providing support to
increase success

59

1

9

100

60
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The three major themes were supported by several subthemes, which contributed
to the overall theme of maximizing employee potential. Table 8 shows the themes and
subthemes for Research Question 3.
Table 8
Themes for Research Question 3 With Subthemes From Interviews
Theme/
subtheme

Number of
participants

Frequency of
mention

RQ 3: How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart to
accomplish extraordinary results by maximizing employee potential?
Theme: Building capacity within the team

9

33

Subtheme: Increased capacity

7

18

Subtheme: Development of team

9

15

7

47

Subtheme: Recognizing challenges

7

15

Subtheme: Finding the wins

7

32

9

60

Subtheme: Modeling for staff

8

35

Subtheme: Providing resources

9

25

Theme: Recognizing accolades and challenges

Theme: Providing support to increase success

The focus for exemplary district-level special education administrators to
maximize employee potential is creating capacity within the teams while providing
supports in identified areas of need. Leadership that is transformational is a continual
work in progress and not static, and it is this form of leadership that leads to increased
positive student outcomes (Crowley, 2011; Paolucci, 2020; Rodriguez et al., 2009).
Participant 7 stated, “I encourage growth. I am not afraid to lose someone if it means
they are growing and able to provide to the field in a new positive way.” By encouraging
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capacity within the team and expanding the capacity, Participant 5 stated, “We have them
leaders and teachers of the rest of us.” Participant 9 discussed the creation of trust that
allows employees to “Put themselves in circumstances that might not exist in other
places. This causes all of us to collectively reach new levels of expertise.”
The second theme for Research Question 3 was recognizing accolades and
challenges. Special education is characterized by challenges and success as well as the
debate on who, where, what, and how special education services are received and
provided (J. D. Smith, 1998; Winzer, 1993). Exemplary district-level special education
administrators have to recognize the challenges that teams will face, both professionally
and personally as well as celebratae the successes of the team (Shatzer et al., 2014).
Participant 5 discussed, “Make it part of your agenda each time you meet, the accolades
and challenges. If it is all challenges, then we need to question it. There are good things
happening, and we have to celebrate” and further discussed that it is about “finding the
win” in the job that is done. Participant 4 discussed the importance of “Acknowledging
that the job in special education is difficult,” and Participant 9 further reiterated that it is
important to “acknowledge the challenges and not pretending that everything is good. It
is acknowledging challenges while maintaining a positive outlook.”
The third theme for Research Question 3 was providing supports to increase
success. This theme accounted for 43% of the frequency for Research Question 3. This
theme emphasized the importance of providing the appropriate supports to staff, which
included modeling, training, professional development, and resources. These supports, in
addition to regularly meeting with staff to collaborate, provide clear expectations and
recognize success increases positive outcomes within the educational setting (Shatzer et
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al., 2014). For exemplary special education administrators, leaders have the ability to
provide support and in turn increase the retention of their staff (Escarpio, 2008).
Participant 3 stated, “Be reflective about how they want to grow and identify how to help
them grow. This can be done through goals, PLCS, or running a committee.”
Participant 4 further reiterated that “It goes back to support. If staff feel supported,
proper trainings or workshops, then they are going to do a good job.” Participant 1
shared that as a leader her role is to “Point you in the right direction and offer support to
get there.”
Research Question 4: Valuing and Honoring Achievement
The fourth research question asked, “How do exemplary district-level special
education administrators lead from the heart to accomplish extraordinary results by
valuing and honoring achievements?”
Valuing and honoring achievements, per exemplary district-level special
education administrators, embodied not only recognizing employees in a quantifiable act
but also recognizing employees by understanding needs on a personal level. This need
included providing employees with the ability to ask for help within a safe environment,
being present for employees, and lastly providing praise that was specific to the job.
These three areas defined the themes in Research Question 3. The three themes that
surfaced in Research Question 4 were being present for others, represented 9% frequency
for the study and 35% frequency for Research Question 4; providing a safe space,
represented 9% frequency for the study and 36% frequency for Research Question 4; and
public praise specific to the work, represented 8% frequency for the study and 30%
frequency for Research Question 4. Table 9 shows the frequency of these themes in both
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interviews and artifacts. The three major themes were supported by subthemes, which
contributed to the overall theme of valuing and honoring achievements. Table 10 shows
the themes and subthemes for Research Question 4.
Table 9
Research Question 4 Frequency of Themes in Interviews and Artifacts
Frequency
Interview
mentions

Theme

Artifact
references

Number of
sources

% of
respondents

Total
references

RQ 4: How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart to
accomplish extraordinary results by valuing and honoring achievements?
Being present for
others

50

6

8

89

56

Providing a safe space

55

3

7

78

58

Public praise specific
to the work

45

3

7

78

48

Table 10
Themes for Research Question 4 With Subthemes From Interviews
Theme/
subtheme

Number of
participants

Frequency of
mention

RQ 4: How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart to
accomplish extraordinary results by valuing and honoring achievements?
Theme: Being present for others
Subtheme: Consistent communication
Theme: Providing a safe space
Subtheme: Opportunities to ask for support
Theme: Public praise specific to the work
Subtheme: Valuing of time
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8

56

7

24

7

58

7

33

7

48

7

17

The theme being present for others demonstrated the importance of authenticity and
building relationships with employees to show that the employee is a valued member of
the team. Participant 9 stated that valuing employees is “Being really present, which
allows you to be genuine.” Participant 3 discussed that being present for employees
allows them to “Acknowledge and notice what people appreciate most” and then honor
these areas. Being present for others leads directly into the theme providing a safe space.
Analysis of the interviews and artifacts demonstrated exemplary leaders’ ability to create
a space where employees felt safe and valued, a space where they could express a need
for help and support to leadership. Participant 9 shared that “If they want to ask for help,
there is opportunities for them to do that, in a natural way.” Participant 7 discussed that
by providing a safe space, an employee was “Provided the resources she needed, and
when she needed a little more, I was there.” Participant 6 stated that this space is created
by “Communicating, supporting, and having an open-door policy.” The idea of a safe
space was further reiterated by Participant 9: “They were able to share things that were
happening in their personal life that they had kept hidden.”
The theme of public praise specific to the work was intertwined throughout the
data when identifying how exemplary leaders value and honor employees. Public praise
was recognized equally as written or verbal praise of others. Participant 2 shared,
“Acknowledge the good work people are doing, praise that is not artificial but actually
connected to something you observed or have come in contact with.” Participant 2
further shared that praise is added to the school board agendas “To ensure that people are
recognized for the work they do.” Participant 1 shared that praise of others is shared “In
our team meetings and in front of all of leadership.” The theme of public praise specific
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to the work was further reiterated by Participant 8 who shared that employees are
acknowledged “While they are present, and I like to acknowledge their hard work in front
of others.” Participant 7 embodied the theme by sharing that praise is “Authentic and
immediate. It is specific to who they are as a person.”
Recognition of the Work as a Theme Across All Research Questions
Recognition of the work of employees was a concept that was interweaved
throughout all four principles. Recognition of the work was referenced by all nine
participants. Table 11 shows the frequency of the mention of recognition of the work
across the four principles of heart-led leadership. This included the mentions of
recognizing the work as a way to value and honor achievements, developing personal
connections through connection of the work, maximizing potential, and building a highly
engaged team who supports the work done for students with disabilities.
Table 11
Mention of Recognition of the Work in Response to Interview Questions About Each Principle

Crowley’s
principle

Mention of recognition of the work
Number of
Frequency of
participants
mention

Highly engaged teams
Connecting on a personal level
Maximizing employee potential
Valuing and honoring achievements
Total responses

7
8
7
9
9

12
25
18
20
75

Recognition of the work and highly engaged teams. Participants discussed the
ways that the work was recognized when developing engaged teams. Participant 9 shared
that it was important to recognize that “The work we do is incredibly difficult, but this
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outcome cannot way in the unique way it happens for students without them.”
Participant 9 further discussed the importance of recognizing the work teams complete as
their work “Changes the lives of our children,” and Participant 4 further reiterated
recognition of the work as it “Supports the kids and that’s the reason we do this work.”
Similarly, Participant 2 shared that we need to “Acknowledge people for the real things
they do.”
Recognition of the work and connecting on a personal level. Exemplary
district-level special education administrators connect on a personal level to their teams
through the recognition of the work that their team does on a daily basis. Participant 9
stated, “It is recognizing the contribution of others, recognizing their work. I say this all
the time, it is the truth, the people who are working with children have the hardest job.”
Participant 2 further solidified recognition of the work by stating that “I’ve always
believed that I should treat everyone as if they’re the most important person in the
district, from custodians to bus drivers to superintendents.”
Recognition of the work and maximizing employee potential. The importance
of maximizing employee potential is accomplished through recognizing the work that is
done and building capacity within team members to expand their work and expertise.
Participant 7 stated that this was a focus on “How they handled the situation and
acknowledging when things go right,” and Participant 9 shared that “Recognizing when
new strategies are being implemented successfully” increased the potential of the
employee while supporting students.
Recognition of the work and valuing and honoring achievements. The
importance of valuing and honoring achievements was recognized by exemplary district-
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level special education administrators as acknowledgement of the hard work that is done
by team members on a daily basis. Participant 1 shared that recognition of the work is
“Making people feel appreciated and letting them know you want them to be here so that
there is value in the work they do.” Participant 2 further reiterated the importance of
recognizing the work through “Observing and being present, seeing the work firsthand
and recognizing the good work people are doing.”
Key Findings
This qualitative phenomenological study was composed of two major data
collection methods. The first was nine semistructured interviews that were conducted
followed by collection of artifacts from the nine interview participants. The collected
data were then coded and themes emerged. Major themes were identified along with
subthemes. The key findings were determined to be the principles mentioned by seven or
more interview participants with a frequency count of at least 20 mentions within the
interviews and triangulated with a minimum of two codes from the collected artifacts.
The interview participants provided multiple examples of the coded areas within their
interviews. Table 12 shows the key findings with their corresponding frequency counts.
Each of the four principles yielded three key findings, and one additional finding was
identified across all four principles.
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Table 12
Key Findings
Crowley’s principle
Developing a
highly engaged
team

Theme

Participants

Frequency

Artifacts

Identification of right people
for right positions
Identification and
understanding of the “why”
Putting students at the
forefront

9

101

0

7

28

2

9

36

1

Being vulnerable and
admitting mistakes
Creation of personal
connections
Listening to others with intent

7

55

0

8

37

2

8

48

2

Building capacity within the
team
Recognizing accolades and
challenges
Providing support to increase
success

9

32

1

7

45

2

9

59

1

Valuing and
honoring
achievements

Being present for others

8

50

6

Providing a safe space
Public praise specific to the
work

7
7

55
45

3
3

Across all four
principles

Recognition of the work as a
tool for leading from the
heart

9

75

2

Connecting on a
personal level

Maximizing
employee potential

Key Finding: Developing Highly Engaged Teams
1. Identification of the right people for the right positions was identified in nine
interviews and no artifacts and had a frequency count of 101.
2. Identification and understanding of the “why” was identified in seven interviews and
two artifacts and had a frequency count of 28.
3. Putting students at the forefront was identified in nine interviews and one artifact and
had a frequency count of 36.
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Key Finding: Connecting on a Personal Level
1. Being vulnerable and admitting mistakes was identified in seven interviews and no
artifacts and had a frequency count of 55.
2. Creation of personal connections was identified in eight interviews and two artifacts
and had a frequency count of 37.
3. Listening to others with intent was identified in eight interviews and two artifacts and
had a frequency count of 48.
Key Finding: Maximizing Employee Potential
1. Building capacity within the team was identified in nine interviews and one artifact
and had a frequency count of 32.
2. Recognizing accolades and challenges was identified in seven interviews and two
artifacts and had a frequency count of 45.
3. Providing support to increase success was identified in nine interviews and one
artifact and had a frequency count of 59.
Key Finding: Valuing and Honoring Achievements
1. Being present for others was identified in eight interviews and six artifacts and had a
frequency count of 50.
2. Providing a safe space was identified in seven interviews and three artifacts and had a
frequency count of 55.
3. Public praise specific to the work was identified in seven interviews and three
artifacts and had a frequency count of 45.
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Key Finding: Across All Four Principles
1. Recognition of the work as a tool for leading from the heart was identified in nine
interviews and two artifacts and had a frequency count of 75.
Summary
The purpose of the qualitative phenomenological study was to identify the
approach in which district-level special education administrators demonstrate
extraordinary results through the application of Crowley’s (2011) four principles of heartled leadership within their everyday work as a leader in special education. Nine
semistructured interviews were conducted with identified exemplary district-level special
education administrators. Artifacts that demonstrated the four principles of heart-led
leadership were collected and used in data analysis to triangulate the data.
Chapter IV addressed the data and the findings as they related to the four research
questions in conjunction with a theme that emerged across all four of the research
questions. The nine exemplary district-level special education administrators
demonstrated their use of Crowley’s (2011) four principles of heart-led leadership. The
high number of frequency counts demonstrated the way in which district-level special
education administrators both recognized and implemented the four principles in their
everyday work as a leader.
Twelve major themes were identified from the coding of the semistructured
interviews. The themes identified demonstrated how exemplary district-level special
education administrators lead from the heart in special education to achieve extraordinary
results. Furthermore, the overlap of themes throughout the four principles demonstrated
the natural way in which exemplary administrators embed the four heart-led principles in
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their work. Chapter V of this study provides a summary of the major findings,
conclusion, implications for action, and recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Overview
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to examine the ways in which
exemplary district-level special education administrators implement and sustain
Crowley’s (2011) four principles of leading from the heart: developing highly engaged
teams, connecting on a personal level, maximizing employee potential, and valuing and
honoring achievements to accomplish extraordinary results in their schools. Chapter V
begins with the study’s purpose statement and research questions and the research
methodology, data collection procedures, and the population sample. The chapter then
presents an analysis of the data generated from the semistructured interviews and artifacts
collected. The analysis revealed 12 major themes from the four research questions and
one prevalent theme, which was identified throughout the four research questions.
Chapter V includes the conclusions, implications for action, and recommendations for
further students. The chapter concludes with final remarks and reflections.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to describe how exemplary
district-level special education administrators lead from the heart using Mark Crowley’s
four principles (building a highly engaged team, connecting on a personal level,
maximizing employee potential, and valuing and honoring achievements) to accomplish
extraordinary results in their organizations.
Research Questions
1. How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart
to accomplish extraordinary results by building a highly engaged team?
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2. How do exemplary district-level special education administrators lead from the heart
to accomplish extraordinary results by connecting on a personal level?
3. How do district-level special education administrators lead from the heart to
accomplish extraordinary results by maximizing employee potential?
4. How do district-level special education administrators lead from the heart to
accomplish extraordinary results by valuing and honoring achievements?
Methodology
The methodology for the study was the qualitative research design of how districtlevel special education administrators used heart-led principles to lead their staff toward
extraordinary results. Qualitative research is defined as the study of human concepts,
opinions, and experiences as well as the why behind these actions (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Patton, 2015). The specific methodology
applied to this study was that of the phenomenological study. According McMillian and
Schumacher (2010), a phenomenological study “describes the meanings of a lived
experience” (p. 24). The focus of a phenomenological study is on the human experiences
and how human beings make sense of their experiences (McMillian & Schumacher,
2010). The key question for a phenomenological study is “what is the meaning,
structure, and essence of the lived experience of this phenomenon for this person or
group of people” (Patton, 2015 p. 115). In particular, the researcher studied district-level
special education administrator’s lived experience and the meaning of how heart-led
leadership related to their accomplishment of extraordinary results.
Data for this study were collected through semistructured interviews, which were
conducted over Zoom and through the collection of artifacts provided by the study
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participants. The interview protocol, comprised of 12 semistructured open-ended
interview questions along with two potential follow-up probes for each question, was
developed by the thematic team of peer researchers. Participants who consented to
participate in the study were provided a formal letter through email. The letter included
informed consent document (Appendix B), the Participant’s Bill of Rights (Appendix D),
the interview questions along with the four principles of heart-led leadership, and the
study’s research questions (Appendix C). The interviews were conducted through the use
of the digital platform Zoom, and the interviews were audio recorded and transcribed
through the software Temi. All interview recordings are stored with an account that is
password protected.
During the interviews, the researcher followed the interview protocol as designed
by the thematic research team and asked follow-up questions to the participants to elicit
further detail for the interview question or to provide clarification to the response.
Participants were provided a copy of the interview transcription to review for accuracy.
Alongside the interview data, artifacts were collected from the nine participants via email
to further demonstrate evidence of heart-led leadership. Because of COVID-19 safety
protocols, observations were not conducted during the study. For this study, a peer
researcher reviewed 10% of the data and yielded the standard 80% agreement among
researchers coding the data as well as identifying the themes, which were specified in the
literature (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Population
The population for this study was district-level special education administrators.
A district-level special education administrator is defined as an administrator who
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oversees the special education department at the district level. Job titles that may be
considered a district-level special education administrator are as follows: assistant
superintendent of student services, assistant superintendent of instructional services,
special education director, student services director, program specialist, and program
manager. Based on data from the National Center for Education Statistics (2011), there
are 13,588 school districts within the United States, which equates to approximately
13,588 district-level special education administrators within the United States.
Sample
McMillian and Schumacher (2010) defined a sample as a group of participants
that provide data from an identified target population. The researcher focused on a
population of exemplary district-level special education administrators within California.
Data obtained from the California Department of Education identified 1,037 school
districts. The sampling frame was further narrowed down to include district-level special
education administrators that were identified as exemplary based on the specific sampling
criteria, which was determined by the thematic team. Purposeful sampling, which is
defined as a selective process in which participants are purposefully selected for the
research due to meeting specific characteristics, was used for the study (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010). District-level special education administrators considered for this
study had to have served as a special education administrator at the district-level for a
minimum of 3 years, demonstrated evidence of caring for people in the organization, and
served as a district-level special education administrator within California during the time
of the study. To be considered exemplary for this study, participants were identified as
demonstrating and modeling caring leadership by recommendation of district
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superintendents and county Special Education Local Plan Area (SELPA) directors and
additionally had to meet a minimum of one of the following criteria: evidence of
extraordinary results; articles, papers, or material written, published, or presented at
conferences or association meetings; and/or membership in a professional association in
their field.
Nonprobability Sampling
Nonprobability sampling was implemented by the researcher for the study.
McMillian and Schumacher (2010) stated that a nonprobability sampling does not include
a random selection from the sample population. This sampling method was selected due
to the accessibility of exemplary special education administrators who met the defined
requirements of exemplary leaders. Within the nonprobability sampling, subjects may be
selected due to representing specific characteristics as defined by the study (McMillian &
Schumacher, 2010).
The sampling method was nonprobability sampling. District-level special
education administrators were selected based on meeting the defined criteria of
exemplary leadership. District-level special education administrators were identified as
those who have increased the rates of inclusion of special education students as defined
by California Department of Education (n.d.).
Purposeful Sampling
Nine district-level special education administrators were identified as exemplary
based on specific criteria. The criteria were determined by a thematic team composed of
14 peer researchers. To be considered an exemplary district-level special education
administrator, the administrator must have served as a district-level special education
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administrator in California during the school year 2021–2022 and demonstrated at least
four of the following criteria; the first two were required:
1. Evidence of caring for people in the organization
2. A minimum of 3 years of experience as an executive director
3. Evidence of extraordinary results
4. Articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings
5. Recognition by peers
6. Membership in professional association in their field
Table 2 (repeated here for ease of reference) delineates how the participants met the
established criteria for participation.
Table 2
Study Participant Criteria
Participant
Participant criteria

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Evidence of caring for people in the
organization

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

A minimum of 3 years experiences
as a district-level special
education administrator

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

Evidence of extraordinary results

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

Articles, papers, or materials written,
published, or presented at
conferences or association
meetings
Recognition by peers

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

Membership in professional
association in their field

√

√

√

√
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√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

Major Findings
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to examine how exemplary
district-level special education administrators implement Crowley’s (2011) four
principles of leading from the heart to achieve extraordinary results in their schools.
From the 12 key findings in Chapter IV, six major findings were identified in relation to
the research questions and an additional finding was identified, which crossed through all
four principles of heart-led leadership. The major findings are directly related to the
research questions of how exemplary district-level special education administrators lead
from the heart to accomplish extraordinary results by building a highly engaged team,
connecting on a personal level, maximizing employee potential, and valuing and
honoring achievements. The major findings are explored in detail in the following
sections.
Research Question 1
The first research question asked, “How do exemplary district-level special
education administrators lead from the heart to accomplish extraordinary results by
building a highly engaged team?”
Major Finding 1: Identifying the right people for the team. An effective team
first starts with hiring the right employees for the needs of the team (Voss & Lake, 2021).
Exemplary district-level special education administrators have to ensure that the team
members hired are the right team members for the right positions. Crowley (2011)
discussed that it is important that leaders be conscious of how the new employee will
impact the existing team. All nine district-level special education administrators
mentioned the importance of hiring with purpose and placing people in the right positions
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to build a team that is engaged. By hiring with purpose, the leader nurtures a team and
creates an environment that not only encourages but also promotes team members who
are cohesive (Ruygrok, 2016). Building capacity within the team by hiring the right
people and providing appropriate supports was referenced in responses to all four
research questions. District-level special education administrators emphasized the
importance not only of providing team members with the opportunity for growth but also
of having difficult conversations with team members when change is needed within their
position. Participants further emphasized the importance of developing trust in a team
member’s capacity and focusing on how to build that trust in decisions made.
Major Finding 2: Students at the core of decisions. Educators in special
education make decisions that will impact the future of a child (Frick et al., 2013). The
work of special education is done by putting students’ needs first and is at the core of all
decisions made. The importance of putting students first and building a team that places
them first was emphasized by all nine participants. Employees who enter the field of
special education must have a passion for supporting students with disabilities and a
focus that puts students first (D. D. Smith et al., 2010). The district-level special
education administrators discussed specific practices of putting students first in decisions
made, celebrating successes with students and families, and providing supports to
increase success on school sites and in classrooms. The participants further emphasized
that if students are not at the core of the decisions made by teams, further work needs to
be done to put students at the forefront. Students being at the forefront was mentioned 37
times throughout the interviews by all nine participants. The decisions made by special
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education administrators and special education teachers must put students first in order to
make decisions about the child (Vogel, 2012).
Research Question 2
The second research question asked, “How do exemplary district-level special
education administrators lead from the heart to accomplish extraordinary results by
connecting on a personal level?”
Major Finding 3: Importance of relationships and intent. The importance of
the development of relationships in an intentional manner was demonstrated in the
responses of all nine exemplary heart-led district-level special education administrators
interviewed. Strong and trusting relationships with the team must be built by the leader
to have an effective team (Obiakor et al., 2017). All nine participants stated the
importance of developing relationships with employees and being intent in conversations
to develop a connection. A total of 89 references to intentional listening and personal
connections was cited in the interviews. True leadership is shown through listening to
employees, which creates a connection with the employee (Tehan, 2007).
Research Question 3
The third research question asked, “How do exemplary district-level special
education administrators lead from the heart to accomplish extraordinary results by
maximizing employee potential?”
Major Finding 4: Supports are key to employee success. Providing appropriate
supports to employees to increase their success was referenced by all nine participants
with a frequency of 60 mentions. This was the largest frequency of themes in Research
Question 3 and the second highest frequency of themes identified in the study. For
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exemplary special education administrators, they have the ability to provide support and
in turn increase the retention of their staff (Escarpio, 2008). The use of supports reflected
in the responses of the participants ranged from providing modeling in situations,
providing specific trainings, offering opportunities for growth, and providing supports on
a personal level when employees were going through difficult or trying situations.
Support was also manifested through a willingness to provide honest feedback to
employees and have difficult conversations with employees about the work with children.
Support is key in the leadership practices of special education administrators because it is
critical to provide appropriate support for special education staff who are committed to
helping students with disabilities reach their goals (Veale, 2010). This heart-led practice
is crucial in providing support to all staff who work in special education in order to
balance the many facets of this field, such as compliance, budgets, and resources, while
continuing to support the unique needs of students with disabilities (Taylor, 2020).
Research Question 4
The fourth research question asked, “How do exemplary district-level special
education administrators lead from the heart to accomplish extraordinary results by
valuing and honoring achievements?”
Major Finding 5: Being present to create opportunities for connection. Being
present for employees that allows for opportunities for connection was identified by eight
of the nine exemplary district-level special education administrators. Participants
emphasized the importance of providing opportunities for employees to build connections
with the leader and with each other, and the result of the opportunities of connection led
to employees feeling supported and safe in the workplace to ask for help when needed.
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These connections are created when the leader has qualities of sincerity, integrity, and
empathy (Dominguez & Sotherlund, 2010). Heart-led leadership emphasizes building
deeper connections and needing leaders with emotional experience (Harris, 2004). Being
present is key to building the connection with the team. Crowley’s (2011) research
emphasized the importance of leaders scheduling time that is uninterrupted that allows
them to interact with their employees to gain insight into the employees that are not
passionate about the work they complete. Participants who were interviewed placed a
similar emphasis on having time to be present with employees and allow connections to
build in an organic manner.
Major Finding 6: Valuing and honoring achievements in a way that is
specific to the work. District-level special education administrators cited a variety of
methods to show value to employee achievement and to honor their achievements. This
included recognition at staff meetings, board meetings, or in other public forums; written
recognition in emails and cards; personal comments during observations and at
evaluations; and gifts given in a variety of forms. While the methods of how recognition
was given varied among the participants, the one constant from the participants, cited by
seven of the nine, was value and honor given to the specific work accomplished, whether
as a team or as an individual. Authenticating positive behavior of an employee after the
employee has completed a specific act or job is the concept of praise and
acknowledgement, which can be both verbal and nonverbal in nature (Long & Shields,
2010). The participants noted that it is key to be specific in praise and connect it to the
work that is being completed but to also have flexibility in how the praise is given based
on the individual employee or the teams’ preference. A tool that can provide significant
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results is that of praise but only when applied in a manner that is meaningful to the
employee and is thoughtfully given by the employer (Blanchard et al., 2014).
Unexpected Findings
The additional finding in relation to Crowley’s (2011) four principles of heart-led
leadership was that of recognition of the work. This major finding is that exemplary
district-level special education administrators focus heavily on recognizing the
challenging work that happens on a daily basis within special education, both in school
sites and in classrooms. Additionally, exemplary district-level special education
administrators do not rely more heavily on a specific heart-led principle than on the
others. All nine district-level special education participants had a total frequency
mentions of 190 for developing highly engaged teams, 194 frequency for connecting on a
personal level, 174 frequency for maximizing employee potential, and 183 frequency for
valuing and honoring achievements. This information emphasized the importance of
implementation of all four principles in an equal manner throughout the administrators’
work to lead their teams toward extraordinary results.
Conclusions
The major findings of this study in conjunction with a review of the literature
yielded three conclusions, which describe how district-level special education
administrators implemented Crowley’s (2011) four principles of leading from the heart to
achieve extraordinary results in their schools. The four principles of heart-led leadership
are building a highly engaged team, connecting on a personal level, maximizing
employee potential, and valuing and honoring achievements. The findings of the study
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allude to the importance of implementation of all four principles on a consistent basis
across all domains.
Conclusion 1: Create a Team That Has a Heart for Special Education
Based on the findings of this study and the supporting literature to support
students with disabilities, creating a team that has a heart for special education is the
foundation to create a team that achieves extraordinary results. Research has noted that
those who enter the field of special education often do so knowing that at times they are
working toward a goal that may seem impossible (Taylor, 2020). It was further noted
that for those that choose special education, decisions that are made for a child can
impact that child’s future (Frick et al., 2013). Responses to every interview question,
regardless of the principle, related to the importance of putting students first and
supporting students with disabilities. The school is a place where the teachers can
develop professionally while finding meaning in their work (Crockett, 2004). When
discussing the work done within the field of special education, the participants’ passion
and calling for the work was evident throughout the interviews and artifacts. As
D. D. Smith et al. (2010) discussed, those who enter the field of special education due so
because of a passion for supporting students with disabilities. To ensure positive
outcomes for students with disabilities, these students must be at the heart of the “why”
people enter and stay in the field of special education. This commitment to the “why” of
special education requires that the leader invest time in developing a team with a heart for
special education that is displayed not only in their words but also in their actions. This
requires the leader to invest time into the hiring process and further time in the
development of the team. A strong special educational leader works to create,
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implement, and maintain a universal vision that all children can learn with appropriate
supports (Obiakor et al., 2017).
Conclusion 2: Relationships Built and Maintained Through Intentional Presence
To foster changes within an organization, transformational leadership uses human
interactions (Anderson, 2015). This is done through leaders who build strong and
trusting relationships with their teams (Obiakor et al., 2017). In this study, the nine
district-level special education administrators interviewed embodied heart-led leadership
and a focus on transformational leadership practices in their teams. The participants’
interviews and transcripts displayed a focus on building relationships by being present for
employees with an intentional purpose of providing support and growth. The creation
and maintenance of relationships was done through displays of humility and vulnerability
and with authenticity in who they were as a leader. The district-level special education
administrators were able to clearly articulate the ways in which relationships had been
built and how being present was essential in building and maintaining relationships. The
leaders described the ways in which listening to an employee with intent and focusing
just on that moment without distractions was key to building relationships. The art of
listening to one another creates genuine connections and is demonstrated through
showing concern (Shaw, 1997; Tehan, 2007). Despite varying personalities or level of
experience, building and maintaining relationships in an intentional manner was a
common component of their leadership styles.
Conclusion 3. Recognition of the Work in the Four Principles is Essential
The act of seeing employees within the workplace is identifying, recognizing, and
noticing who the employees are as individuals and acknowledging and affirming their
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individual characteristics (Marzano & Waters, 2005). Based on the findings of this study,
recognition of the work of employees is key for heart-led leadership. Leary and
Baumeister (2000) described the concept of recognition and appreciation as regarding
others as being both important and valuable. In the field of special education, it is vital
that the work being done by special education staff is recognized and that employees not
only see but also feel that their work is valuable to the lives of students. When examining
their leadership practices in relation to the four principles of heart-led leadership, all nine
participants consistently referenced recognizing the work of others and that the positive
outcomes in their districts was due to the work of others. Leaders who see their
employees identify the employee on their purpose, strengths, work environment, and the
employee’s growth, both personally and in the organization (Gebauer & Lowman, 2008).
The participants referenced the importance on recognizing that the field of special
education is difficult and the work their teams complete is valuable. They also
referenced that providing recognition of specific actions or observable moments was key
in creating value in the work and for their team to know their hard work is noticed.
Employee productivity and increased commitment to the organization is seen when an
employee’s contributions to the organization is recognized by the leader (Henryhand,
2009).
Implications for Action
This study concludes that exemplary heart-led district-level special education
administrators who lead from the heart invest in connections with employees by
practicing Crowley’s (2011) four principles of leading from the heart. The study
provided insights into the lived experiences of nine district-level special education
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administrators as they related to the four principles of Crowley’s heart-led leadership.
The impact of their leadership style and practices resulted in improved outcomes for
students with disabilities in their schools. The following implications for action address
the conclusions from the study and the need to provide leadership guidance specific to
special education to better support those in the field.
Implication for Action 1: Coaching and Mentoring for Special Education
Administrators With a Focus on Heart-Led Leadership
District-level special education administrators are unique in their position because
they are typically the only person within their district with their level of responsibility.
This can often lead to feelings of isolation and a lack of a peer group within the
workplace. The lack of a peer group limits the administrators ability to problem solve
unique situations or share ideas with colleagues. These limits can impede the
administrators on implementing and practicing principles of heart-led leadership with
their teams. District’s must provide mentoring or coaching programs which allow the
administrator to develop and share heart-led practices and strategies with other districtlevel special education administrators. This can be accomplished through partnering with
county offices of education funded programs and would benefit not only the
administrator but also the members of the team that the administrator comes in contact
with in their role. This type of mentorship or coaching program would allow the
administrator to practice strategies with other administrators and to develop personal
connections with others. Additionally, a program of this type would ensure that
recognition of the work is seen at multiple levels and would allow the administrator to
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continue to place an emphasis on building connections with the team, as well as others in
the field of special education, with intent and purpose.
Implication for Action 2: Expand Heart-Led Leadership to School Site Leadership
Teams
To build a community of heart-led leaders, the principles discussed in this study
must be transitioned from district-level special education administrators to school site
leadership teams. The district-level special education administrator significantly impacts
the field of special education, but school site leadership teams have a significant role not
only on students with disabilities but also on all students on campus. This impact extends
not only to the students but also to the staff, parents, and community. When school site
leadership teams embody heart-led leadership, they can make a significant positive
outcome on the future of all students. This shift in leadership style can significantly
impact the school and will establish genuine leadership within the school community.
Implication for Action 3: Publication of Findings
In order to increase the breadth of knowledge in regards to the principles of heartled leadership, the findings from this study, in conjunction with the findings from the 14
members of the thematic team for this study, will be used to create articles for publication
on heart-led leadership as transformational leadership, as well as the application of each
principle, to increase awareness of the heart-led leadership strategies and to increase the
use of this leadership style across all industries. The findings of the thematic team can be
used to develop presentations for conferences and can be incorporated into leadership
trainings. The trainings developed can be presented through induction programs for new
school administrators in order to support the development of heart-led leadership
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strategies within the school system. Additionally, trainings developed for teacher
education programs would be beneficial to embed heart-led leadership into the strategies
of teachers in the classroom setting in supporting students and working with other
educators.
Recommendations for Further Research
The phenomenological study explored how exemplary district-level special
education administrators achieved extraordinary results using the four principles of
leading from the heart of: building a highly engaged team, connecting on a personal level,
maximizing employee potential, and valuing and honoring achievements.
The study’s findings emphasize the impact of district-level special education
administrators to create positive outcomes for students through the use of heart-led
strategies when working with a team. Based on the results of this study, the following
recommendations for further research are made by the researcher:
•

This study is focused on district-level special education administrators. Research
should be conducted on the lived experiences of other district-level administrators,
including assistant superintendents and superintendents, and the comparison of the
findings based on administrator type could be made.

•

This study focused on district-level special education administrators perception of the
implementation of heart-led strategies. Research should be conducted on the lived
experiences of special education staff, such as teachers, psychologists, or speech and
language pathologists, and comparison of the findings based on job type could be
made.
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•

This study did not control for gender of the district-level special education
administrator. Research should be conducted on the lived experiences of male and
female and nonbinary administrators. These findings could be compared to each
other to determine whether these categories have any implications on heart-led
leadership.

•

This study focused solely on district-level special education administrators in
California. Research into the leadership principles of special education
administrators across the country and around the world would add valuable
information and insight into effective school leadership practices.

•

It is further recommended that specific student outcome data be compared in a
quantifiable sense with the implementation of the four principles. This research could
better determine the impact on students when heart-led leadership is applied in a
school district. Specific data for comparison could include student achievement data,
special education data such as inclusion rates or referral rates, discipline data, and
parent survey data.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
The study of heart-led leadership within the field of special education was a joy

for me to complete. This was due to the inspirational stories, ideas, strategies, and the
pure passion demonstrated by each of the nine district-level special education
administrators that I interviewed along with the breadth of literature on leading from the
heart and the field of special education. Although it is clear that heart-led leadership can
make a significant impact on the field of special education, it is also clear that there are
many forces in special education that can work in direct conflict with this style of
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leadership. Being able to hear the true passion and commitment for putting students at
the forefront and supporting teams through the difficulties related to the field of special
education inspired me to increase my use of heart-led leadership strategies in my work
and to remember my own story of why I entered the field of special education.
As a new district-level special education administrator during the time of this
study, starting in a position that had not previously existed and in the school years
following the COVID-19 pandemic and school closures, I believe that I have a heart for
leadership but am still gathering the skills of humility, vulnerability, and recognition of
the hard work of those I work with on a daily basis. Being surrounded by leaders who
embody the heart-led leadership strategies reviewed within this study further emphasizes
my need to build and implement my own heart-led strategies within my district. As a
young administrator, I have focused my strength on building my team and pushing my
team to a new standard of practice. While I have thought about the district, the schools,
the staff, the students, and the families, and believe they are the focus of our work, I have
also struggled to be a leader who truly leads from the heart when the job becomes
difficult or at times overwhelming. Transformational leadership is much deeper than just
the surface of caring for those that administrators work with. As a leader who strives to
be heart-led, it is about seeing each school, staff member, student, and parent as an
individual. An exemplary district-level special education administrator must see each
member of the team, whether it is an administrator, a teacher, a paraprofessional, a
support provider, or a student or parent, as an individual with needs that vary greatly.
Special education focuses on individualized instruction based on student needs, and as a
special education administrator, I must focus on individualized support based on the
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person’s needs. The end result of this focus is a team that is capable of achieving
extraordinary results.
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APPENDIX B
Informed Consent
INFORMATION ABOUT: How Exemplary District-level Special Education
Administrators Lead from the Heart Using Mark Crowley’s Four Principles (Building a
Highly Engaged Team, Connecting on a Personal Level, Maximizing Employee
Potential, and Valuing and Honoring Achievements) to Accomplish Extraordinary
Results in their Schools
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Aimee Barnard
PURPOSE OF STUDY:
You are being asked to participate in a research study conducted by Aimee
Barnard. a doctoral student from the School of Education at UMass Global. The purpose
of this phenomenological study was to describe how exemplary district-level special
education administrators lead from the heart using Mark Crowley’s four principles
(building a highly engaged team, connecting on a personal level, maximizing employee
potential, and valuing and honoring achievements) to accomplish extraordinary results in
their schools.
Your participation in this study is voluntary and will include an interview with the
identified student investigator. The interview will take approximately 60 minutes to
complete and will be scheduled at a time and location of your convenience. The
interview questions will pertain to your perceptions and your responses will be
confidential. Each participant will have an identifying code and names will not be used
in data analysis. The results of this study will be used for scholarly purposes only.
I understand that:
a) The researcher will protect my confidentiality by keeping the identifying codes
safe-guarded in a locked file drawer or password protected digital file to which
the researcher will have sole access.
b) My participation in this research study is voluntary and involves minimal risk.
You may decide to not participate in the study and I can withdraw at any time. I
can also decide not to answer particular questions during the interview if you so
choose. Also, the Investigator may stop the study at any time.
c) I understand that the interview will be audio recorded. The recordings will be
available only to the researcher and the professional transcriptionist. The audio
recordings will be used to capture the interview dialogue and to ensure the
accuracy of the information collected during the interview. All information will
be identifier-redacted and my confidentiality will be maintained. Upon
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completion of the study all recordings, transcripts and notes taken by the
researcher and transcripts from the interview will be destroyed.
d) If I have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact
Aimee Barnard at barn5305@mail.umassglobal.edu or by phone at 209-2770337; or Dr. Doug DeVore (Advisor) at ddevore@umassglobal.edu.
e) No information that identifies you will be released without your separate consent
and all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by law. If
the study design or the use of the data is to be changed, you will be so informed
and consent re-obtained. There are minimal risks associated with participating in
this research.
f) If I have any questions, comments, or concerns about the study or the informed
consent process, I may write or call the Office of the Vice Chancellor of
Academic Affairs, UMass Global, at 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA
92618, (949) 341-7641.
I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the “Research Participant’s
Bill of Rights.” I have read the above and understand it and hereby consent to the
procedure(s) set forth.
Date:
Signature of Participant or Responsible Party
Date:
Signature of Principal Investigator
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APPENDIX C
Participant Information Pre Interview
Purpose Statement:
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to describe how exemplary leaders
(superintendents, principals, city managers, police chiefs, corporate leaders, military
leaders, etc.) lead from the heart using Mark Crowley’s four principles (building a
highly engaged team, connecting on a personal level, maximizing employee potential
and valuing and honoring achievements) to accomplish extraordinary results in their
organizations.
Research Questions:
1. How do exemplary leaders lead from the heart to accomplish extraordinary results
by building a highly engaged team?
2. How do exemplary leaders lead from the heart to accomplish extraordinary results
by connecting on a personal level?
3. How do exemplary leaders lead from the heart to accomplish extraordinary results
by maximizing employee potential?
4. How do exemplary leaders lead from the heart to accomplish extraordinary results
by valuing and honoring achievement
The interview questions will be preceded by a definition of the Crowley principle that is
connected to those questions. The first principle is found in research question one,
Building a Highly Engaged Team.
Definition:
Building a highly engaged team is using strategies that help people become
enthusiastically invested in and dedicated to work they believe is
significant, meaningful, and challenging, where relationships are built on emotional
connection and shared vision, and where values and commitment are based on personal
strengths and interests aligned with organizational goals (Crowley, 2011; George &
Stevenson, 1988; Rees, Alfes & Gatenby, 2013; Senge, Lichtenstein & Kaeufer, 2007).
Interview Questions:
1. How do you develop a team that is dedicated to their collective work?
2.

How do you make work meaningful for your team?

3. How do you develop relationships on your team that are built on emotional
connections?
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We now move to our second principle from research question #2, Connecting on a
Personal Level.
Definition:
Connecting on a personal level is seeing and acting on behalf of others and
authentically communicating with the intention of adding value driven by humility,
concern, and love (Brown, 2015; Crowley, 2011; Hayward, 2015; Maxwell, 2010).
Interview Questions:
4.

How do you communicate authentically with members in your organization?

5.

How do you use humility to add value to members in your organization?

6.

How do you show concern and love for your staff?

Our third principle from research question #3 is Maximizing Employee Potential.
Definition:
Maximizing employee potential is igniting emotional drivers by promoting human wellbeing while proactively strengthening, teaching, and building people toward high
achievement (Crowley, 2011; Burnett & Lisk, 2019).
Interview Questions:
7. How do you promote emotional well-being in your organization?
8. How do you create an environment that motivates staff members to high
achievement?
9. How do you strengthen and build employees in a way that supports high
achievement?
Our fourth principle found in research question #4 is Valuing and Honoring
Achievements.
Definition:
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Valuing and honoring achievements is praising, acknowledging, recognizing, and
appreciating positive accomplishments as an expression of care through monetary and/or
nonmonetary rewards, which may lead to increased job satisfaction (Dugas & Brun,
2008; Tessema, Ready & Embaye, 2013; Posamentier, 2008; Crowley, 2011).
Interview Questions:
10. Valuing and Honoring Achievements is important to inspiring employees to a
higher level of satisfaction. How do you acknowledge employees’ achievements
at work?
11. How do you ensure that your employees see that their work is valued?
12. Can you share an example of when you provide an expression of care for an
employee?
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APPENDIX D
Participant’s Bill of Rights
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APPENDIX E
Heart Thematic Interview Script
I would like to start by thanking you for sharing your valuable experiences with me.
I know your time is precious and I appreciate your willingness to participate in this
interview. Making this personal connection with you will be of great benefit to my
research and I truly appreciate your contribution to this study.
My name is Aimee Barnard and I am the Director of Special Education in the
Empire Union School District in Modesto California. I’m a doctoral candidate at
UMass Global University in the area of Organizational Leadership. I’m a part of a
team conducting research to describe how exemplary leaders lead from the heart
using Mark Crowley’s four principles (building a highly engaged team, connecting
on a personal level, maximizing employee potential and valuing and honoring
achievements) to accomplish extraordinary results in their organizations.
Our team is conducting 112 interviews with leaders like yourself. Our hope is that
the information we gather will provide a clear picture of what exemplary leaders do
to lead their organizations through the use of Crowley’s four principles and our
work will add to the body of research currently available.
Informed Consent (START RECORDING to obtain verbal consent)

Prior to this interview you received information concerning the purpose of the
research, a copy of the interview questions, UMass Global’s University’s
Participant’s Bill of Rights, and the Informed Consent form. After reviewing the
protocols, you were offered an opportunity to ask questions concerning the research
and the consent process. At that time, you provided verbal consent to be a
participant in the interview. For purposes of verifying your consent would you
again provide a verbal yes as to your consent that will be included in the recording
of this interview. Thank you.
I will now begin the interview. When our interview is complete, I will stop the
recording and conclude our interview session. After your interview is transcribed,
you will receive a copy of the complete transcripts to ensure I have accurately
captured your thoughts and ideas. Following your review and approval of the
transcription, the data will be analyzed along with the data I have collected fom the
other respondents.
I would like to remind you that any information that is obtained in connection to
this study will remain confidential. I will be looking for themes that are present
across all of the interviews. In reporting out the data, I will refer to respondents by
pseudonyms and not by name, work location, or employer. The digital recording
will be erased three years after the publication of the dissertation in accordance to
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the strict guidelines set forth by the Brandman University Institutional Review
Board (BUIRB) whose major function is to protect respondents.
Please remember that anytime during this process you have the right to stop the
interview. If you do not understand the questions being asked, please do not hesitate
to ask for clarification. Is there anything I can clarify before we begin?
Okay, let’s get started, and again, thanks so much for your time.
Interview
Before we begin our interview questions, I want to review the purpose of this study
and the four research questions that will be the focus of our interview today.
Purpose Statement:
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to describe how exemplary
leaders (superintendents, principals, city managers, police chiefs, corporate
leaders, military leaders, etc.) lead from the heart using Mark Crowley’s four
principles (building a highly engaged team, connecting on a personal level,
maximizing employee potential and valuing and honoring achievements) to
accomplish extraordinary results in their organizations.

Research Questions:
1. How do exemplary leaders lead from the heart to accomplish extraordinary
results by building a highly engaged team?
2. How do exemplary leaders lead from the heart to accomplish extraordinary
results by connecting on a personal level?
3. How do exemplary leaders lead from the heart to accomplish extraordinary
results by maximizing employee potential?
4. How do exemplary leaders lead from the heart to accomplish extraordinary
results by valuing and honoring achievement

The interview questions will be preceded by a definition of the Crowley principle
that is connected to those questions. The first principle is found in research question
one, Building a Highly Engaged Team.

Definition:
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Building a highly engaged team is using strategies that help people become
enthusiastically invested in and dedicated to work they believe is significant,
meaningful, and challenging, where relationships are built on emotional connection
and shared vision, and where values and commitment are based on personal
strengths and interests aligned with organizational goals (Crowley, 2011; George &
Stevenson, 1988; Rees, Alfes & Gatenby, 2013; Senge, Lichtenstein & Kaeufer,
2007).

Interview Questions:

1. How do you develop a team that is dedicated to their collective work?
Probe: Please share a time when you supported one of your teams that was
having difficulty.

2.

How do you make work meaningful for your team?
Probe: Please share an example?

3.

How do you develop relationships on your team that are built on emotional
connections?
Probe: How did the development of relationships lead to a shared vision?

We now move to our second principle from research question #2, Connecting on a
Personal Level.

Definition:
Connecting on a personal level is seeing and acting on behalf of others and
authentically communicating with the intention of adding value driven by humility,
concern, and love (Brown, 2015; Crowley, 2011; Hayward, 2015; Maxwell, 2010).

Interview Questions:
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4.

How do you communicate authentically with members in your organization?

Probe: Please share a time when this was important to the organizations’ success.

5.

Please describe how your humility helps you in your work. Probe: How has
this developed personal connections with employees?

6.

How do you show concern and love for your employees? Probe: Please share
an example of how this made a difference in the performance of your
employees.

Our third principle from research question #3 is Maximizing Employee Potential.

Definition:
Maximizing employee potential is igniting emotional drivers by promoting human
well-being while proactively strengthening, teaching, and building people toward
high achievement (Crowley, 2011; Burnett & Lisk, 2019).

Interview Questions:

7. How do you promote emotional well-being in your organization?
Probe: Please share a time when you experienced the benefits of promoting
emotional well-being in your organization.

8. How do you create an environment that motivates staff members to
highlievels of achievement? Probe: Please provide a specific example.

9. How do you strengthen and build employees in a way that supports high
achievement?
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Probe: Please share a story of the specific strategy that you used that led to
high achievement.

Our fourth principle found in research question #4 is Valuing and Honoring
Achievements.

Definition:
Valuing and honoring achievements is praising, acknowledging, recognizing, and
appreciating positive accomplishments as an expression of care through monetary
and/or nonmonetary rewards, which may lead to increased job satisfaction (Dugas
& Brun, 2008; Tessema, Ready & Embaye, 2013; Posamentier, 2008; Crowley,
2011).

Interview Questions:

10. Valuing and Honoring Achievements is important to inspiring employees to
a higher level of satisfaction. How do you acknowledge employees’
achievements at work?
Probe: Can you elaborate on how you recognize their achievements?

11. How do you ensure that your employees see that their work is valued?
Probe: Describe specific non-monetary and/or monetary practices that you use
for this purpose.

12. Can you share an example of when you provide an expression of care for an
employee?
Probe: Please tell me a little more about that.

This concludes the interview questions. I would like to again thank you very much for
your time. If you would like, when the results of our research are known, we will send
you a copy of our findings.
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General Probes:
May be used during the interview when you want to get more information and/or
expend the conversation with them. These are not questions you share with the
interviewee. It is best to be very familiar with them and use in a conversational way
when appropriate to extend their answers.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

“What did you mean by…..?”
“Do you have more to add…..?”
“Would you expand upon that a bit….?”
“Why do you think that was the case?”
“Could you please tell me more about…..?”
“Can you give me an example of…..?”
“How did you feel about that?”

1. “Can you give me an example of…..?”
2. “How did you feel about that?”
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